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This dissertation examines the under-studied subject of urban space in the context of the
Moroccan literary heritage. In examining this topic, I argue that a study of how city space is
portrayed in the Moroccan novel in Arabic is a useful contribution to the overall study of the
importance of space in fiction. This dissertation re-reads, examines, and analyzes the use of the
city space in four Moroccan novels in Arabic, and then critically re-evaluates both space and
spatiality as used by two Moroccan authors; Muhammad Shukrī and Muhammad Zafzāf.
The present study focuses on four novels by these two literary authors, works that
provide representative portraits of the two cities under study—Tangier and Casablanca— in order
to highlight the Moroccan city, and its evolving role from a mere background to an actively
productive element. These novels allow for a critical inquiry into the Moroccan socio-cultural and
political scenes.
This dissertation suggests a way to view space not as container but, in Lefebvre’s words,
rather as “the very fabric of social existence.” Through a close exegesis, applying interpretative
strategies from spatial theories, this study investigates the way the city as a literary tool is
represented in the Moroccan novel in Arabic.
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INTRODUCTION
Geography matters, not for the simplistic and overly used
reason that everything happens in space, but because
where things happen is critical to knowing how and why
they happen
– Barney Warf and Santa Arias

The Moroccan novel in Arabic offers interesting insights into the use of urban
space, a subject that has been under-studied in the context of the Moroccan literary
heritage. As I argue in this dissertation, a study of how city space is portrayed in the
Moroccan novel in Arabic is a useful contribution to the overall study of the importance
of space in fiction. This study is limited to the following framework: the city, Morocco,
the contemporary novel, and Arabic language. The geographical focus, literary genre and
linguistic parameters all provide a link to two prominent Moroccan authors: Muḥammad
Shukrī (1935–2003) and Muḥammad Zafzāf (1942–2001). While works by a number of
Moroccan authors could satisfy these criteria, the chosen authors, in our view, are the
most effective representatives of Moroccan urban fiction in Arabic. The literary works of
these two authors are inspired by each author’s own experience, and their texts are of
particular interest because they provide representative portraits of Tangier and
Casablanca. Writers such as the two authors mentioned have chosen large cities as the
settings for most of their novels and demonstrated how the modern city can be used in
this way. Their realist novels portray a reaction to the constraints of a growing urban
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population, fast-moving modernization, and the effects of such progress on the people
who live in cities.
It is from within this locus of inter-cultural tension that the principal concern of
this dissertation emerges: the city and its representation in the Moroccan novel in Arabic.
Any study of the effect of the modern city on its inhabitants and the ways in which it is
portrayed in the Moroccan novel in Arabic demands an investigation of such a
relationship. This investigation will be achieved through an examination of the ways in
which the city has been represented in the Moroccan modern novel in Arabic. This
dissertation will also explore the spatial perspectives advanced by postmodernist critics,
the goal being to offer new theoretical insights of an interdisciplinary nature within the
contexts of the study of cities and the meaning and use of space.
More specifically, by examining the discourse of spatiality from a variety of
perspectives as expressed in the term “spatial turn,” I explore the relevance of space in
Moroccan novels in Arabic published between 1970 and 2000 and apply this new branch
of literary theory to these novels. This recently coined analytical term reflects a renewed
interest in space as a theoretical topic in the humanities and social sciences. It also
illustrates a much-needed move toward the recognition of space as an important
theoretical and thematic focus of interest. In the late twentieth century, postmodern
analyses of fiction turned to an emphasis on urban geographies, which led in turn to a
focus on city space, but such a literary-theoretical approach has been under-utilized in the
context of the Moroccan literary heritage, especially the representation of the city in the
Moroccan novel in Arabic. Notwithstanding the increasing attraction of the concept of
spatiality, and in spite of the distinctive use of urban spaces in most Moroccan narratives
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composed in Arabic, most Moroccan critics have ignored geographical issues of
spatiality, concentrating instead on elements of history, temporality, language, writing
(literary style), and gender.
This major literary shift—from a view of space as a “relatively neglected, ‘undertheorized’ dimension” (West-Pavlov 2009, 19) that is “devalued, occluded and
depoliticized” (Soja 1989, 4) to one that is valued as an “epoch of space” (Foucault 1986,
22), whose “role is less and less neutral, more and more active” (Lefebvre 1991, 411)—
provides a specific methodological framework within which we can examine sociocultural and political interactions that have yet to be investigated and elaborated in the
study of Moroccan literature in Arabic. This dissertation is an attempt to fill that gap by
exploring the representation of the city in the Moroccan novel in Arabic. Its major
premise is that this genre’s greatest significance, that of unleashing the full potential of
depicting and reflecting life, scrutinizing social ideas, reconstructing societies in
transition, and enhancing our understanding of the world, can be effectively revealed
through an analysis of its intertwined discursive forms of space and spatiality.
The topics studied in this dissertation are particularly related to broader issues
included in the spatial turn. Most of the theoretical concepts underlying this discussion
depend on the concept of spatiality, one that has proved exceptionally important for many
scholars and critics in the field of contemporary literary studies. Particularly important
are the works of Henri Lefebvre, which are critical to the advance of the spatial turn.
Equally important is Edward Soja’s Postmodern Geographies (1989), as well as the
works of other essential theorists, such as David Harvey, Denis Cosgrove, Doreen
Massey, and Derek Gregory, all of which have contributed significantly to the recent
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scholarship concerning space and spatiality. In this dissertation, I propose to use the
theory of space to consider the representation of one particular kind of space, namely the
city, and the ways in which it is reproduced in the Moroccan novel in Arabic. In spatial
studies today the city is a very important topic, not merely because of its effect on human
beings, but also because of the dynamic interaction between human beings and the city.
To live in a city is not only to be subject to and influenced by it but also to influence it at
the same time. Through the analyses in this dissertation I suggest that the work of
Moroccan novelists writing in Arabic can be studied most effectively within the context
of space and its modes of analysis and that of the city in particular.
This dissertation will use examples of the Moroccan novel in Arabic to reflect
some of the issues of spatial narrative. It will study in detail the representation of the city
in four of these novels: al-Ḳhubz al-Ḥāfī (1982) (For Bread Alone 1973) and Wujūh
(Faces 2000) by Muḥammad Shukrī, and Arṣifah wa Judrān (Sidewalks and Walls)
(2007) and al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah (The Woman and the Rose) (1972) by Muḥammad
Zafzāf. I have chosen these particular texts for analysis in order to utilize scholarship on
spatiality, in the hope that issues regarding the use of space in Arabic literature in general
and modern Moroccan fiction in particular may be usefully applied in postcolonial
studies and may expand our appreciation of that particular tradition of narrative.
These novels are especially appropriate for analyzing the literary representation of
the city. Their suitability for spatial interpretation is based in large part on the
importance of the postcolonial Moroccan notion that puts the city at the forefront of the
spatial imaginary, one that is marked by fast-paced modes of social life within the
contemporary era.
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The choice of these two authors arose from the role that the city has played in
both authors’ lives. The goal in combining the study of these two authors is firstly to
investigate the role of space in their novels and explore how any real or imagined spaces
are reflected and depicted in them, and secondly to assess the similarities and differences
in the ways in which the two authors make use of urban space and in the various
techniques of representation that they invoke in order to constitute and describe the city.
The dissertation thus aspires to identify a potential shift in Moroccan authors’ awareness
of space and its development as a critical element within the novel.

Acknowledging the postmodernists’ important contributions to the concept of
space, this study will draw many of its premises from the context of contemporary urban
and postcolonial theories and practices. It will also rely on the literary theoretical
discourses of scholars such as Mikhail Bakhtin, Joseph Frank, Homi Bhabha, and Fredric
Jameson. The overarching purpose will be to highlight the ways in which these two
Moroccan novelists have consciously handled the spatiality of the city and the experience
of space and to explore further the complex dynamics of space and spatiality that
characterizes the presentation and “mapping” of the city in the Moroccan novel in Arabic.
The application of such new concepts will also help re-evaluate the ways in which space
has been generally represented in the Arabic novel in general and the Moroccan one in
particular.
Applying postmodern theories that have considered the relationship between
culture, geography, literature and ideology, the study will involve a re-reading, analysis
and evaluation of the ways in which the city is portrayed in the Moroccan novel in
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Arabic. A spatial reading of Zafzāf’s and Shukrī’s novels will provide the framework
within which answers will be sought to questions pertaining both to techniques for the
literary representation of the city and its challenges and to cultural interpretations of
space, a topic addressed by Lefebvre when he notes that “questions relative to the city
and urban reality are not fully known and recognized, they have not yet acquired
politically the importance and the meaning that they have in thought (in ideology) and in
practice.” (63)
Each of the two novelists represents a particular aspect of the cityscape and
everyday life. I will be considering the different ways in which the city is rendered in
each of the four novels, all of them strong examples of urban fiction. Written in Arabic,
they are clearly based on personal experience with city life. For these authors the Arabic
language is an excellent tool for the expression of ideas, the analysis of national culture
and ambitions, and the transmission of this cultural heritage directly to Arabic readers.
Here, for example, is the Moroccan critic al-Yabūrī commenting on the presence of the
Arabic literary heritage in the Moroccan novel:
 أو،وﻗﺪ ﻛﺎن ﺣﻀﻮر اﻟﺘﺮاث ﻓﻲ اﻟﺮواﯾﺔ اﻟﻤﻐﺮﺑﯿﺔ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺷﻜﻞ ﺷﺬرات ﻣﺘﻨﺎﺛﺮة
 أو ﺳﯿﺮة ﺷﺨﺼﯿﺔ،ﺑﻨﯿﺎت ﺳﺮدﯾﺔ ﻛﺎﻣﻠﺔ ﺗﺘﻨﺎوب ﻣﻊ اﻟﺒﻨﯿﺎت واﻟﻤﺤﻜﯿﺎت اﻟﻮاﻗﻌﯿﺔ
 ﺑﻞ ﯾﺘﻢ. أو إﺷﺎرات ﺳﺮﯾﻌﺔ ﻟﺤﻘﺐ ﻣﻦ اﻟﺘﺎرﯾﺦ اﻟﻘﺪﯾﻢ أو اﻟﺤﺪﯾﺚ،ﺗﺎرﯾﺨﯿﺔ
 ﺗﺴﺎھﻢ ﻓﻲ،ﺗﻮظﯿﻒ ﻣﻔﺮدة ﻟﻐﻮﯾﺔ ذات ﺣﻤﻮﻟﺔ ﺧﺎﺻﺔ دﯾﻨﯿﺔ أو ﺳﯿﺎﺳﯿﺔ أو ﻓﻠﺴﻔﯿﺔ
ﺗﻮﻟﯿﺪ ﻣﺴﺎر ﺳﺮدي ﺻﻐﯿﺮ ﯾﻤﻜﻦ أن ﯾﺪﺧﻞ ﻓﻲ ﺻﺮاع ﻣﻊ اﻟﻤﺴﺎر اﻟﺴﺮدي
(51) .اﻟﻤﮭﯿﻤﻦ
Heritage was present in the Moroccan novel as scattered
fragments, complete narrative structures alternating with realistic
structures and narratives, historical autobiography, or quick
allusions to ancient or modern history. Yet, a linguistic term with
a special religious, political, or philosophical charge might be used
6

to contribute to generating a small narrative thread that might
conflict with the main narrative.
The novel, being an expression of human experience, has been seen not only as a story
but also as a means to advocate a new and different culture and to contribute to the
advancement of one’s society. According to ‘Abd al-Kabīr al-Khaṭībī (Abdelkebir
Khatibi), the Moroccan novel in Arabic has been able to establish its position within the
Moroccan literary heritage through its ability to express the everyday as a form of
commitment on the part of the writer who chooses to return to the source (1979, 49).
Such a shift has reinforced the active participation of space instead of
downplaying its role and reducing it to a container, which has made it a kind of neutral
void that only serves as a background. This shift allows for the generation of new
approaches, new ideas and the emergence of potential solutions to what have often been
regarded as insurmountable problems. Bringing together inhabitants from different
backgrounds has made the city a much more challenging place. The city space has thus
become the main point of interest for exhibiting political, socioeconomic, and cultural
predicaments.
The anticipated outcome of this project can be summarized in Lefebvre’s words:
“space is not a container, but rather the very fabric of social existence, a medium woven
of the relationships between subjects, their actions, and their environment.” In this sense,
the concern of this study, in its interpretation of these novels, is to re-read the use of
space and to critically re-evaluate both space and spatiality as used by Shukrī and Zafzāf
so as to build an image of the city, something that they elevate from an aspect of
background to an actively productive element that affects patterns of experience, feelings
and relationships as exhibited by the characters.
7

Summaries of the Parts
This dissertation is presented in an introduction and five chapters. After the
introduction, the first chapter focuses on the theoretical framework of this thesis. It
introduces the topics canvassed, explains my approach, and highlights the rationale of
undertaking such a project and the methodology followed.
As background, the next chapter deals with city space and writing the city, and
the city in Morocco, its history and society, its modern history, and the place of the
city/cities within it. I also present a brief summary of urbanism in Morocco and its effect,
using accounts from the French colonial period. I then discuss the Moroccan city in
literature and the representation of Tangier and Casablanca in the works studied. I also,
place the Moroccan novel in Arabic in context by noting that its history differs from other
Middle Eastern fictional traditions such as those of the Egyptian and Lebanese novel. I
provide a historical survey of the Moroccan novel and discuss the development of the
genre through three main stages: precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial. Finally, I show
how relevant the novel genre is to the concept of space.
In chapter Three, I introduce the two authors and their two cities I selected for this
thesis—Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf and Casablanca and Tangier—and
their role in the Moroccan literary heritage. The following chapter describes the two
novels I selected to analyze for each author (four in total).
Chapter Four will focus on my analysis of the works of two Moroccan novelists,
Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf, using their novels to describe the Moroccan
city. I analyze Muḥammad Shukrī’s al-Ḳhubz al-Ḥāfī. This first part of Shukrī’s
narrative is used to exemplify the fictionalization of space. The novel is written in a style
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that was new and indeed shocking to the Moroccan reader as well to the more general
Arab one, since its content was considered to be too “raw” for Arab tastes. After
providing the historical background for this novel, I discuss the use of the street as a
“thirdspace.” Expressed in Shukrī’s work through the portrayal of the city of Tangier, the
concept can thus serve as an illustration of the novel’s use of the spatial context. alḲhubz al-Ḥāfī paints a portrait of streets in order to provide stark images of the hardships
and sufferings that the young Muḥammad has to endure.
I take up the question of gender and the city in Shukrī’s later work, Wujūh. I look
at the way space is negotiated by women in the city of Tangier, as seen through the main
character, Fatima (Fāṭimah), or “Fati (Fāṭī)” as Shukrī calls her . Shukrī depicts women
as victims of this new urban space; as a result they are forced to adjust to the social,
cultural, and political changes that occur, subtly and unseen, in a male-dominated space.
I analyze Muḥammad Zafzāf’s Arṣifah wa Judrān, rereading it in terms of the
relationship between body and city. In Zafzāf’s work body and city open up new spaces
for the discussion of human geography. I analyze the effect of space on body and
movement and the way in which open space is converted into an environment that is both
enclosed and alienating, one where the main character eases into, out of, and through the
city’s many places. Arṣifah wa Judrān maps the ways in which the human body has to
negotiate urban space, a process that is exemplified in a series of corporeal movements in
the city to and from the house, via the bar, the café, and the street. To analyze this
relationship between the individual and space, I will be drawing particularly on Henri
Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1991).
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I explore the theme of the city as memory in Zafzāf’s novel, al-Mar’ah wa alWardah, through the “here” and “there” “dialogue” between the narrator and his selfexiled friend. The city becomes memory and reflection on the disenchantment of postindependence Morocco, a textual space dominated by criticism, feelings of anger, and
indifference.
Chapter Five concludes this investigation of the representation of the city in the
Moroccan novel in Arabic. This study is written in the belief that one can analyze some
features of the spatial contexts of the two cities, Tangier and Casablanca, into which
Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf thrust their characters.
By reflecting on aspects of the social space of each novel, my conclusion will lead
us to reconsider other aspects inscribed in the Moroccan novel in Arabic, emphasize the
need for more exploration of the Moroccan novel in Arabic, and advocate for what such
spatial exploration of the Moroccan novel might instigate.

10

CHAPTER ONE:
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
[A] whole history remains to be written of spaces.
– Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces”

Space and the Spatial Turn
Human geography’s revival in the last two decades, Barney Warf and Santa Arias
(2009, 2) argue, has influenced many disciplines, which have come to see space as an
important dimension to their areas of inquiry; such change in social thought has been the
outcome of economic, political, and cultural changes in the contemporary world. This
development in scholarship across several disciplines has contributed to the advance of
interdisciplinary explorations that offer a richer, more contextualized comprehension of
human experience, social relations, and the production of culture.
The impact of geographical thought and the reassertion of space has come to
encompass a growing set of uses and implications. This scholarly revival has influenced
other disciplines—such as, literature, anthropology, psychology, social sciences, the arts
and architecture—to consider space as a dimension with important ramifications in their
own fields of research and to become progressively spatial. These disciplines maintain
that space is a social construction pertinent to any analysis of human subjects and the
production of the cultural.
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This “turn,” a new retrospective, has called for an updating of the term
“spatiality” to incorporate a viewpoint in which space is as important as time in the
unfolding of social inquiry. Space is now identified as socially constructed, and in its
turn it has an impact on social relations. This change in attitude toward the role of space
in interpretations within the fields of the social sciences and humanities is a reflection of
extensive progress in critical theory as applied to the economy, politics, and culture of the
post-WWI world.
This shift toward a focus on space has gone through many different phases. In the
1920s, the Chicago School’s scholars1 introduced space into urban analysis and
reinvented modern sociology and the study of urban problems and social processes. In the
1960s, the influential works of Henri Lefebvre (1974/1991) and Michel Foucault
(1972/1980) were critical in advocating the importance of spatial theory. Barney Warf
and Santa Arias credit Henri Lefebvre with foregrounding space as an important area of
critical inquiry, urging that space be considered “not simply as a concrete, material
object, but also as an ideological, lived, and subjective one” (Warf and Arias 2009, 3).
Since the mid-1960s, however, with the decline of historicism, as a critical
movement that advocates the importance of historical context to reading all types of work
and asserts that all ideas are nothing more than cultural artifacts of a particular time and
place (Clouser 1997, 41), space has become essential to understanding the contemporary
world after its liberation from its nineteenth-century subordination to time.
1

The Chicago School of urban studies was the first school of urban analysis. It was founded by Robert
Park and Ernest W. Burgess when they began to study urban Chicago. The school was interested in the
study of city life. Mark Gottdiener and Ray Hutchison write in The New Urban Sociology that the work of
the early Chicago School in the United States,” was less concerned with historical and comparative studies
in the manner of Weber and more focused on social behavior and interaction within the urban milieu in the
manner of Simmel”. (51) For further discussion, see Gottdiener, Mark and Leslie Budd. Key Concepts in
Urban Studies. London: Sage, 2005.
12

And after 1970, the works of Foucault, Lefebvre, and Michel de Certeau, among
others, began this process in the English-speaking world. The works of David Harvey
launched a critical re-evaluation of space and spatiality in social thought, shifting the
focus from understanding space as a “given” to understanding it as “produced” and thus
shedding light on its role in the construction and reshaping of social life. Edward Soja’s
works, which further Harvey’s idea of “space-time compression,” argued that the spatial
could not be subordinated to time and the social.
In 1974, Lefebvre began a reassessment of space, arguing that it is erroneous to
consider it as a mere container “with no other purpose than to preserve what has been put
in it” (94). Lefebvre states:
The theoretical error is to be content to see a space without
conceiving of it, without concentrating discrete perceptions by
means of a mental act, without assembling details into a whole
“reality,” without apprehending contents in terms of their
interrelationships within the containing forms. (94; emphasis in
original)
Hence, space has to be understood and reevaluated. As a response to this call for the
reassertion of a critical spatial perspective, Edward Soja’s crucial and powerful
Postmodern Geographies (1989), among many other works, has revitalized the study of
space and spatiality in the humanities and social sciences. This renewed emphasis has
bolstered explorations in the humanities and social sciences by invoking spatial
applications, thus contributing to interdisciplinary approaches that have invigorated these
fields.
In the 1980s, the reassertion of space came to include an emphasis on the social
and spatial context for such different concerns as the individual's perception of existence,
13

everyday life, and identity. Such views claim that we cannot grasp the production of
spatial ideas independent of the production of spatiality.
Toward the end of the twentieth century, “post-modernism,” an omnipresent way
of thinking among the academic disciplines, through the inclusion of theoretical questions
of, i.e., gender and sexual roles, cultural, postcolonial, linguistic, psychological, historical
studies, urbanism, etc., set out to provide “a critical framework for geography,
questioning the understanding of space as formulated within spatial science and the
conception of science as a single system of knowledge and truth” (Winquist and Taylor
2001, 155).
Since the late twentieth century, a series of events have contributed to the
promotion and strengthening of the re-imagination and rewriting of space; hence a new
spatial discourse is called for. Contemporary globalization, a spatial phenomenon, has
enhanced the reshaping of global space by challenging commonly held beliefs about
Euclidean space2, which Euclidean geometry describes as a mere empty container.
Traditionally the concept of space was conceived through a Euclidean structure, which
considered it to be
something geometric – a measurable plane or container on and in
which social and physical activity occurs. As such, space becomes
a backdrop to human and non-human life. (Peters 32)
Other spatial inspirations have had strong effects on spatiality and raised issues
concerning it as well: immigration, tourism, media, off-shoring, and the intrusion of
disseminated cyberspace and the Internet, something that transcends all distances

2

For more on the definition of Euclidean space, see Gregory, Derek. The Dictionary of Human Geography.
5th ed. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2009.
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virtually with a click and constructs new forms of social interaction. Also, geographical
information systems (GIS) provide substantial new means to explore spatiality.
Following Robert Tally’s description, spatiality is actually a recognition of the
importance of space, which had been underrepresented in the critical literature of the past
(2013, 16). Tally shows how the concept has become “unavoidable, and extremely
valuable … for a number of scholars and critics working in contemporary literary
studies” (4). Spatiality has also become the incentive and reward for an
acknowledgement of the vital dimension offered by such new interpretive criteria.
But to really understand space and spatiality, we need to expand Tally’s
description by adding the following observation:
[T]he spatial turn is much more substantive, involving a reworking
of the very notion and significance of spatiality to offer a
perspective in which space is every bit as important as time in the
unfolding of human affairs, a view in which geography is not
relegated to an afterthought of social relations, but is intimately
involved in their construction. (Warf and Arias 2009, 1)
Henri Lefebvre, for example, describes “space” as having “had a strictly
geometrical meaning” (1991, 1) before the 1960s, adding that, when space is examined in
isolation, it is no more than a “fetishized abstraction” (93). Edward Soja suggests that,
before the advent of post-structuralism, space was seen as “fixed, dead, undialectical”
(1989, 11). Both Lefebvre and Soja were working from Michel Foucault’s famous
assertion “that the anxiety of our era has to do fundamentally with space” (1986, 23).
Space was regarded as subordinate to time and was underestimated—perhaps even
trivialized—for years.
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The spatial turn has contributed to a process that has brought space to the
forefront in literary studies (as well as in other disciplines) and has led to a redefinition of
the term “space” and a re-examination of its significance and importance in the
construction of social relations. These rapid transformations in the analysis of space and
spatiality have also led to an overwhelming shift in identity and subjectivity, opening new
spaces and ways of thinking, and eroding boundaries of urban life as well.
In Space in Theory (2009), Russell West-Pavlov explains that Euclidean space has
traditionally been regarded as having two levels, microcosmic and macrocosmic, a binary
definition that certainly captures the Western understanding of space. The Euclidean
notion of space, according to West-Pavlov,
posits a container and medium unaffected by the changing objects,
landscapes, persons or events, which inhabit it. The spaces of
Euclidean stability are coeval with the world which is represented
by common-sense thought and language. (44)
He later adds that Euclidean spatial theory “continues by and large as the one we have
inherited and which we employ as our common-sense notion of space, imagines space as
an empty container filled with discrete objects” (231).
West-Pavlov challenges this “common-sense” understanding of space as a neutral
container where things happen, something that in Western thought goes back to antiquity.
He writes that, in the twentieth century, scientific progress made the sense of space that
we have long taken for granted “less neutral and homogeneous than before” (16) and a
more actively valuable condition of social importance.
The spatial turn has made a key contribution to literary analysis and has prompted
the development of new critical approaches in order to reread the representation of space
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in literary works. Fictional accounts continue to structure how we view, interpret, and
portray city life. In modern literature, space has taken a different “direction” that
“disturbs the traditional literary thinking” (118). Edward Soja’s groundbreaking work on
spatiality in literature is crucial to that reconsideration. Soja states that “[m]any of the
avant-garde movements of the fin de siècle—in poetry and painting, in the writing of
novels and literary criticism … perceptively sensed the instrumentality of space theory”
(1989, 34). In addition, literary scholars have returned to the city space with a renewed
interest in urban life, architecture, streets, everyday life and experience, city dwellers, and
political and social conditions.
This important shift in literary criticism, this reconsideration of space, has
profoundly changed the modes of analysis of Western fiction. This shift in focus, from
dismissed to reasserted space, reflects a growing interest in the ideas brought about by the
theory of space among theorists, scholars, and researchers in a range of disciplines. These
debates regarding space and spatiality have also opened new avenues of approach to
fiction.
In his important 1996 book, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Realand-Imagined Places, Edward Soja introduces a new way of looking at the meanings and
significance of space. Soja indicates that the term Thirdspace is “a product of a ‘thirding’
of the spatial imagination, the creation of another mode of thinking about space that
draws upon material and mental spaces of the traditional dualism but extends well
beyond them in scope, substance and meaning” (11). To quote Paul Cloke and Ron
Johnston, “Third space refers to spaces that transcend what is produced by binary
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processes” (Spaces of Geographical Thought 15). Soja goes on to comments, In
Thirdspace that,
[T]he critique does not come to a full stop at this third way; nor is
it a simple additive or ‘in-between’ positioning that can be marked
with dogmatic assurity. It is instead an invitation to continuous
deconstruction and reconstitution, to a constant effort to move
beyond the established limits of our understanding of the world.
(126)
He goes on to explain that it is meant to encourage us to think differently about the
inherent spatiality of human life (11). Soja explains that the aim of such thinking is to
open and expand well-established spatial imaginations (1). Therefore, such spatial
awareness extends beyond the Euclidian notion of space and prompts a re-thinking of the
concept. Thirdspace, Soja argues, is a creative recombination and extension (6), one
“that attempts to capture what is actually a constantly shifting and changing milieu of
ideas, events, appearances and meaning” (2).
Literary analyses of fictional works have tended to privilege historical and social
approaches over others. Soja’s bolder assertion about space, in contrast, sheds light on a
third existential dimension “that cuts through all perspectives and modes of thought” (3).
In so doing, Soja extends what has been the debate over the spatiality of social life, a
concept initiated by Henri Lefebvre’s book, The Production of Space (1991), particularly
following its translation into English in 1991. Soja describes Lefebvre’s book, from
which he draws heavily, as:
[A]rguably the most important book ever written about the social
and historical significance of human spatiality and the particular
powers of the spatial imagination. (8)

18

In her review of The Production of Space, Kristen Simonsen describes Lefebvre’s book
as “of utmost importance to the discussion of ‘spatial dialectics’ which has engaged both
sociologists and geographers during the 1980s” (81), and goes on to explain that
Lefebvre’s aim is to offer an exposition of the production of space. Endorsing this idea,
Soja writes:
For much too long, spatiality has been relatively peripheral to what
are now called the human sciences, especially among those who
approach knowledge formation from a more critical, politically
committed perspective. Whether in writing the biography of a
particular individual or interpreting some momentous events or
simply dealing with our everyday lives, the closely associated
historical (or temporal) and social (or sociological) imaginations
have always been at the forefront of making practical and
informative sense of the subject at hand. (2)
In this chapter I take up Soja’s challenge, arguing that this assertion, according to which
space has inspired a range of interpretations in literature, can be used to read the
Moroccan novel. Specifically such insights into spatiality will allow us to apply these
perspectives to the particular case of the Moroccan novel. Indeed, Lefebvre has argued
that “any search for space in literary texts will find it everywhere and in every guise:
enclosed described, projected, dreamt of, speculated about” (14–5).
Beginning from the assertion that spatial analytical study has been overlooked in
Arabic literature in general and Moroccan literature in particular, my goal in this chapter
is to analyze Muḥammad Shukrī’s autobiographical novel, al-Khubz al-Hāfī, which is set
in the urban space of the city of Tangier. A critical analysis of the role of space in this

19

novel will allow for an evaluation of the principles outlined in the above-mentioned
challenge.
In formulating this argument, I am drawing on postmodern spatial research.
Following the assertion made by Edward Soja concerning the fact that “the original
binary choice is not dismissed entirely but is subject to a creative process of
reconstructing” (5), I seek to apply such insights to the Moroccan novel. I wish to
demonstrate that the spatial study of the novel enhances the analytical framework and
opens new alternatives. The literary field, as well as other fields, led by the spatial turn,
is largely deconstructed by these new spatial insights, which requires that spaces in
fiction—critical geographical imagination—be open to redefinition and expansion in new
directions (2). Deconstruction is arguably one of the most decisive aspects of
contemporary critical theory to paraphrase Christopher Norris, it has an important
argumentative aspect, through questioning motives it reaches different ends (17).
Christopher goes on to say that deconstruction is “the active antithesis of everything that
criticism ought to be if one accepts its traditional values and concepts” (xii).
Since Soja’s view of the reassertion of spatiality has been both stimulating and
controversial in the realm of literary analysis, I adopt much of his approach in my
analysis of the representation of space, namely the city, in the Moroccan novel in Arabic.

Sarah Nettleton and Jonathan Watson raise a fundamental question concerning the
body and everyday life in their introduction to The Body in Everyday Life:
Given the centrality of the body to everyday life, and the fact that it is
something that all humans share, it is perhaps surprising that there has
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been so little empirical investigation into the body as it is experienced by
human beings, who both have and are bodies. (2)
Kate Cregan argues in The Sociology of the Body that “all academic disciplines
had been body-blind until at least the early 1970s” (2). Chris Shilling in The Body and
Social Theory writes that after the 1970s, “the body has moved to the very centre of
academic analysis” (9). And Steve Pile writes that “the body and the city are reflected
one in the other” (77). In The Sociology of the Body, Cregan asserts that images of the
body in literature can be categorized in three ways: as object, abject, and subject. She
discusses the three ways the body has been framed by theorization of the body—
conformed, sanctified, and invested in others. Literary representations of the body are
expressed in a variety of discourses, all of which bear witness to how the body is
regulated, shaped, and bounded by space, especially within the space of the city.
Such concerns about the body are part of the recent awareness of the body’s
centrality in social relations, and of the more complex relations between bodies and
cities. The foundational work in this field is Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975),
which examines how the regulation of the body produces subjected and practiced bodies,
a manipulation that situates the body at the core of the conflict with the city. Foucault
suggests that institutional systems of control create a docile body that “might be
subjected, used, transformed and improved” (Foucault 136). When the social control of
the body is applied, the body itself is pulverized, yet a trace remains that claims a certain
right. Introducing this possibility of the body recreating itself, Henri Lefebvre writes that
the “body … by putting up resistance inaugurates the project of a different space (either
the space of a counter-culture, or a counter-space in the sense of an initially utopian
alternative to actually existing ‘real’ space)” (349).
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Michel de Certeau writes that, in this tense relationship between the body and the
city, “the ordinary practitioners of the city live ‘down below’” (93), where their bodies
are tightly seized by the city as “by an anonymous law” (92). In The Practice of
Everyday Life (1984), he describes body movement and the image of everyday life to
illustrate the pressure society exercises on the body and how the body reacts. For him,
“The opacity of the body in movement, gesticulating, walking, taking its pleasure, is what
indefinitely organizes a here in relation to an abroad, a ‘familiarity’ in relation to a
‘foreignness’” (130).
Like de Certeau, Lefebvre agrees that the body’s restoration from the controlling
powers of the state “means, first and foremost, the restoration of the sensory-sensual—of
speech, of the voice, of smell, of hearing. In short, the non-verbal” (363). Whereas de
Certeau believes that “a body is itself defined, delimited, and articulated by what writes
it” (139), Lefebvre writes that “the body too, unsurprisingly, had a role in the interplay
between representations relating to space” (45), suggesting the possibility that the body
could escape the mandates of the state. The image both writers highlight of the body is
that of influence and counter-influence.
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Methodology
In order to provide a framework for my dissertation I will adopt the ideas of
critics and theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau, and Edward Soja, whose
scholarship is valuable for examining the relationship between the city and literature—
specifically how the city is imagined in the novel in Arabic in Morocco. More precisely,
I am interested in the ways in which the Moroccan novel in Arabic allows us to engage
with the city.
My dissertation offers an analysis of the complexity of the city in order to
represent the relationship between space and city dwellers, how it regulates the dwellers’
relationships with each other, and how it affects social roles and identities. This analysis
will emphasize the spatial interaction that informs this literary production. The theories
advanced by Lefebvre and Soja are applied to my investigation of the city space to show
that the spatial conflict epitomized in the novels and its resolution are disadvantageous to
the city dweller. These urban theorists propose intuitive studies of the city’s complexity,
which I use to facilitate my examination of the fictional city as a challenging space. My
analysis shows that the city space negatively affects the lives of the people who inhabit
the urban environment, an environment ossified by inequality and confinement. In
particular, I will explore these negative effects in regard to gender, bodies, and memory
and exile.
I propose to examine some aspects of the spatial representations of the city and
their relations to social processes. My objective is not to document these representations
but to select, describe, and analyze some of the manifestations through which they are
revealed in the Moroccan novel in Arabic. For that purpose, I have selected four novels,
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that I consider original and representative works which provide important spatial
elements for such a project. The argument here calls for a frame of reference in the
spatial turn to unfold different representations of the city as a ground of daily experience:
the street as a third space3 of clashing encounters, the city as a challenging space where
gender is negotiated, as a space where the body is trapped, and the city as a memory. In
this manner, this dissertation aspires to correlate such topics with broader spatial
discourse.
This work investigates specific ways in which the city is represented in the
Moroccan literary imagination. It does so by starting with two key stages in the
Moroccan context. The first involves an introduction to urban development in Morocco
and the drastic internal and external changes in living space that it has entailed. The
second reviews the history of the Moroccan novel in Arabic, identifying as its potential
beginning the period between 1924, when Muḥammad ibn ‘Abdallāh ibn al-Muwaqqit’s
al-Riḥlah al-Marrākushīyah, 1924 and the publication of al-Wazzānī al-Tuhāmī’s alZāwiyah in 1943, which was an outcome of such urban transformations. In starting with
these chapters my objective is to establish the ways in which contemporary issues in
Moroccan urban social life pertain to the different factors that have shaped the city.
This framework sets the stage in specific ways for the debate that follows. First,
it directs attention to questions of urbanism, literature, and social interaction in Moroccan
literature. The primary focus is therefore on the ways through which the Moroccan novel
in Arabic portrays the feelings of city dwellers about the process of change—how they

3

“Thirdsapce” or trialectics, is a term used by Edward Soja to bring spatial conception to the front and
encourage a rethinking of the way space is conceived. Thirdspace includes both firstspace (real) and
secondspace (imagines). It is a new and radically different way of interpreting and, “acting to change the
embracing spatiality of human life” (Soja 1996, 29).
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experience the changing living situation and make sense of their very different living
environments, as well as how they perceive space and experience it. Second, the primary
focus of the dissertation is on the illustration of contemporary life in the Moroccan novel
in Arabic. Although the frame of reference for this debate is two specific cities in postindependence Morocco, it aspires to expand the broader discussion of urbanism, urban
experience, and literary depiction to include other Moroccan cities such as Fez
Marrakesh, and Rabat.
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CHAPTER TWO:
BACKGROUND

Part 1: City Space
The term ‘city’ means anything and everything.
– Encyclopedia of the City, Roger W. Caves

Modern transformations, which gave rise to a notion of civil society, shaped
human behavior, and affected everyday life, making the city “the site, par excellence, of
literary and cultural analyses of space” (Warf and Arias 105). Pamela K. Gilbert defines
the modern city as, “particularly complicated, representing civility and freedom, but also
the fall of human beings into relations more characteristic of commodity culture” (Warf
and Arias 107). The many facets of the city make its definition elusive. From the ideal
city, “in which distinctions of local origin, birth, class, and even sex are treated as
irrelevant to citizenship and civic functioning,” (Schofield xii) to the erotic, phantasmal
city, city of virtue, city of vice, city of alienation. Harding (2003), in defining the city,
points out that it is a “menacing force beyond the capacity of human experience.” (14)
The very diversity of these definitions draws attention to the fact that the city is a place
that has affected people in all aspects of their lives. As Weber suggests, “the city is a
living thing” (10).
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Because of the growing importance of the city, its expansion and its increasing
influence, both perverse and accommodating, many studies have discussed, investigated,
criticized, explained, and negotiated in order to try to develop a better understanding of
such rapid urban growth, in the Western world as well as in the Arab world, since the era
of the industrial revolution.
Historically speaking, the city, a densely-populated settlement, sprang from the
development of civilization and was connected to religion, education, economy, or
politics and has witnessed different aspects and challenges of development, economy,
architecture, planning, transportation, and technology. Hence, the city is more than a
group of people living in a city, inhabiting the convenience of a place; it is also, more
than just a group of established institutions. The city is, rather, a cultural community.
The term “city,” adds Roger W. Caves, is “indeed a complex organism [that]
encompasses many things and gives rise to broad definitions” (xxi), which makes giving
one overarching definition to the city a challenge. For Louis Wirth, in “A Bibliography
of the Urban Community,” the city “as we find it today, is by no means a finished
product. Its growth is so rapid and its energy so great that it changes its complexion
almost daily, and with it the character of mankind itself” (172). As “city” pertains to the
Arab world, we can see that it is experiencing urbanization in the same way as in the
West, and the process is repeated everywhere else in the world, due primarily to rural
migration to the new urban centers.
The many changes that urbanization has brought to society have affected the lives
of city dwellers, both men and women. It has led to increased poverty, prostitution,
crime, family breakdown, and individualism. Living conditions in the city have changed
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as the socio-economic gap between middle-class neighborhoods, working-class
neighborhoods, and shantytowns has widened. This process has inspired in turn the
conditions within which new modes of reaction to this new city culture can be expressed.
In 1989 Edward Soja wrote that
the city came to be seen not only in its distinctive role as a centre
for industrial production and accumulation, but also as the control
point for the reproduction of capitalist society in terms of labour
power, exchange, and consumption patterns. (94)
This restless image of the city space is reminiscent of Castells’ “Wild City” (427), a
concept that resulted from the growing contradictions of urban life.
In The Production of Space (1991), Henri Lefebvre goes on to describe the city as
a ground for struggle over space, in his words, a “blazing bonfire” (93) that consumes
everything and everyone in it and he adds that “space is never empty: it always embodies
a meaning” (154). This restless, uneasy and challenging new urban locus and the
struggle over space has led to the adoption of a new literary perspective regarding the
city; while literature “extends as far back as the city itself, the subject is now being
studied with renewed interest and with a new point of view” (Park, Burgess, and
McKenzie 162). The newness, the “novelty” of the city has thus become a subject of
reflection through the novelist’s eye.
As part of his discussion of the use of space in literary texts, Lefebvre emphasizes
that it can be found everywhere,as noted on page 27. Gary Bridge and Sophie Watson
write in A Companion to the City (2003) that “The city in its complexity and abundance
of sensory data can also be seen as a space which contributes to our sense of fragmented
subjectivity or overload” (8). They highlight the various encounters with the city
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elements that lead to fractured selves, anxiety and fear, violence and alienation, among
other urban ailments. Such effects demonstrate that the urban space is a process, which
makes “the lived experience of the urban increasingly vicarious, screened through
simulacra” (Soja 245).
Edward Soja acknowledges that “the urban experience becomes increasingly
vicarious, adding more layers of opaqueness to l’espace vecu” (246). The constantly
evolving social life makes “[c]ities […] not simply material or lived spaces – [but] also
spaces of the imagination and spaces of representation” (7). Lefebvre nonetheless
emphasizes that the spatial discussion has unfolded on the basis of a conceptual triad:
1—Spatial practice, which embraces production and reproduction,
and the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each
social formation. Spatial practice ensures continuity and some
degree of cohesion. In terms of social space, and of each member
of a given society’s relationship to that space, this cohesion implies
a guaranteed level of competence and a specific level of
performance.
2—Representations of space, which are tied to the relations of
production and to the ‘order’ which those relations impose, and
hence to knowledge, to signs, to codes, and to ‘frontal’ relations.
3—Representational spaces, embodying complex symbolisms,
sometimes coded, sometimes not, linked to the clandestine or
underground side of social life, as also to art (which may come
eventually to be defined less as a code of space than as a code of
representational spaces). (33)
Lefebvre asserts that these space representations are “representations of the relations of
production, which subsume power relations, these too occur in space: space contains
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them in the form of buildings, monuments and work of art” (33). Much like Lefebvre,
Soja agrees that “these representations as semiotic imagery and cognitive mappings, as
ideas and ideologies, play a powerful role in shaping the spatiality of social life” (121).
This representation highlights the idea that the city has always been inseparable from the
myriad of literary movements (Lehan 3), and additionally stresses the way in which
“intellectual and cultural history … has informed the city and contributed to the way it
has been depicted by the literary imagination” (Lehan 289). The cities are thus seen as
both representations and images that define the reader's perception of the urban
landscape.
In the introduction to Writing the City, Peter Preston and Paul Simpson-Housley
write that “[t]he city has always been an important literary symbol, and the ways in which
a culture writes about its cities is one means by which we may understand its fears and
aspirations” (2). Similarly, Sharpe and Wallock agree that the relationship between the
city and literature is intrinsic and complex: “In painting and literature, the idea of the
modern city is often difficult to separate from the physical change, social turmoil,
psychological trauma, and intellectual ferment bound up with the idea of modernism in
general” (4).
In order to highlight the impact of this relationship between the city and literature
that results from this urban encounter, Sharpe and Wallock maintain that city/literature is
inherently and dynamically constructed, a dynamism that lends itself perfectly to the
novel genre, especially with respect to the novel’s inherently genre-resistant nature. The
novel and the city are ideal bedfellows, indeed, as it turns out, irrespective of geography.
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The presence of the city in literature marks the “Rise of the Novel,” bearing
witness, at least in the West, to human conditions in the new socio-economic realities of
the post-capitalist world. For Ian Watt,
The world of the novel is essentially the world of the modern city;
both present a picture of life in which the individual is immersed in
private and personal relationships because a larger communion
with nature or society is no longer available. (185)
The city is filled with realities of complexity, disillusionment, alienation, and
disjuncture between private and public life. It seems no exaggeration to assert that any
attempt at understanding the complexity of modern life must address urban spaces. In the
Poetic of Space, Gaston Bachelard describes the city inhabitants as “liv[ing] in
superimposed boxes” (26) and that houses in “a big city lack[…] cosmicity.” (27)
In this respect, Bakhtin explains this relationship thus:
The threshold, the foyer, the corridor, the landing, the stairway, its
steps, doors opening onto the stairway, gates to front and back
yards, and beyond these, the city: squares, streets, facades, taverns,
dens, bridges, gutters. This is the space of the novel. (170)
In such a compelling reference, Bakhtin acknowledges the importance of space, when he
points out that “Dostoevsky’s mode of artistic visualizing was not evolution, but
coexistence and interaction. He saw and conceived his world primarily in terms of space,
not time.” (28)
In other words, a study of the novel must be concerned with the interactive city
space or synekism, defined by Soja as the conditions associated with the process of living
together in a particular place or space (Metropolis 2000, 12).
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The city has always enchanted poets and novelists who have endeavored to
negotiate and articulate the life experiences of the new urban realities. Works treating the
theme of city have been engendered by this “Rise of the City.” This relationship between
authors and the city has often influenced the ways in which they have perceived and
depicted it. In Crisis and Memory: the Representation of Space in Modern Levantine
Narrative (2003), Ken Seigneure writes,
La ville, en tant que cadre de la fiction, assume une fonctionne
circonstancielle et établit un rapport de correspondance entre la
réalité extérieure et l’univers fictionnel. Mais l’espace romanesque
ne se borne pas à construire un effet de réel. Il génère un réseau de
relations entre les différents éléments du récit, concourant ainsi a
l’émergence des significations qui supportent le texte romanesque.
De cette façon, il suscite la confrontation qui donnera sens aux
événements. Plus qu’un décor, l’espace urbain se développe
comme une représentation possible de conceptions du monde qui
convergent ou s’affrontent. (67)
The city, as a frame for fiction, takes on a circumstantial function
and establishes a link of correspondence between external reality
and fictional realm. However, novelistic space is not limited to the
construction of an effect of the real. It generates a network of
relations between the different elements of storytelling, thereby
contributing to the emergence of significations that support the
novelistic text. In this way, it creates the confrontation that makes
sense of the events. As something more than a mere décor, urban
space develops as a possible representation of the world’s
conceptions that converge on or confront each other.
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It is only recently, however, that the term “narrative space” has become regarded as a
very important element of narrative in modern literary criticism, with studies devoted to
the analysis of its significance and various dimensions.
The technical term “narrative space” that we are invoking here “ne serait alors
que l’équivalent métaphorique d’une essence littéraire” (is nothing more than the
metaphoric equivalent of a literary essence) (Ropars-Wuilleumier 8), meaning that
“narrative space” is accounting for literal “spaces.” As Clayton observes, “Somewhat in
the history of fiction, as in the history of figure painting, we find instances in which the
element of setting is used for decorative purpose, and is brought into artistic relation with
the elements of actions and characters” (99) that is, that space exists within narrative
space.

For the Jordanian writer Ghālib Halasā, “le lieu exprime une spécificité nationale
et reflète une vision du monde” (place expresses a national specificity and reflects a
vision of the world) (qtd. in Hallaq et all 11) since le lieu (place) both shapes and is
shaped by social and political influences and the interferences of ideas—le lieu within the
context of the Arabic novel is nothing less than a petrie dish of Bakhtinian heteroglossia,
rife with voices and contradictions.
The topographical details of the changing city play an important role in locating
the events, evoking the passage of time, and also determining the characters’ moods,
since they find themselves constrained by a number of new rules and customs that are
hard to negotiate. The city thus has a direct impact on the characters’ feelings and
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relationships and provides a spatial framework for the resulting conflicts. As Clayton
notes,
[T]he setting is used not so much to determine the action as to
influence and mold the characters; and when employed for this
purpose, it becomes expressive of one of the most momentous
truths of human life. For what a man is at any period of this
existence is largely the result of the interaction of two forces—
namely, the innate tendencies of his nature and the shaping power
of his environment. (109)
Place is thus an important element in the narrative’s structure within which events
and characters play their roles. It also conveys different symbols, meanings, and
functions that serve as a representative of the collective identity.

34

Writing the City
[The city is] the expression of the human experience it
embodies.
– More Die of Heartbreak, Saul Bellow

In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the relevance and importance
of space in fiction. As discussed earlier, it results in no small part from the influence of
the “Spatial Turn” within literary theory (as demonstrated by the works of Deleuze,
Lefebvre, Harvey, Jameson, de Certeau, Foucault, Derrida, Cosgrove, Soja, Bhabha, and
others), which has inspired a range of interpretations of space in literature. In light of this
major shift from a view of space as a “relatively neglected, ‘under-theorized’ dimension”
(West-Pavlov 19) and as “devalued, occluded and depoliticized” (Soja 4) to an “epoch of
space”4 whose “role is less and less neutral, more and more active,” (Lefebvre 411) this
project seeks to study the effect of the trend in critical theory on Moroccan novels in
Arabic published between 1970 and 2000. The works will be analyzed for their
representation of urban narratives, thus allowing for a critical evaluation of the
significance and use of the city as literary space.
The use of urban space, reflected in the forms and themes of contemporary novels
and the relation between the modern city and the novel in general, has been extensively
studied by scholars. However, only recently has the concept of “narrative space” become
a significant element in literary critical studies through a focus on the analysis of its
meanings and dimensions.

4

See Michel Foucault, "Of Other Spaces," Diacritics, Vol. 16, Spring, 1986.
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While this renewed interest in “space” is increasingly common within western
scholarship published in English and within Arab-world scholarship published in French,
it is rare to find these theories applied to the Moroccan novel, whether in Arabic or
English. Literary space, in both its geographical and metaphorical senses, has been
present throughout the history of Arabic oral and written narratives—as in the popular
saga of Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan,5 Ibn Faḓlān’s accounts,6 and the tale of “The City of Brass”
that was appended to the original A Thousand and One Nights collection as part of its
expansion in the 18th and 19th centuries, to mention just a few examples; but it has
received relatively little critical attention.7 In fact, the dearth of discussion of space in
Moroccan literature within the Anglophone scholarly tradition is somewhat surprising,
given not only the amount of attention that a writer like Paul Bowles brought to the city
of Tangier, but also Morocco’s significant role in American foreign policy, and the
famous film, Casablanca. In fact, a search for literature pertaining to the representation
of the city in the Moroccan novel in Arabic yields only a few sporadic articles and
studies.8 Even so, those studies fail to initiate and sustain a thorough debate on the issue
of spatiality.

5

The comment on Sīrat Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan occurs in The Encyclopedia of Islam, vol. IX, SAN-SZE, pp.
101–03.
6
Ibn Faḓlān’s travel account first became known in Europe thanks to Fraehn’s publication in 1823. (The
Encyclopedia of Islam 759) For more on Ibn Faḓlān, see The Encyclopedia of Islam, vol. III, H-IRAM, p.
759. It has recently been published in a parallel-text translation into English, Mackintosh-Smith, Tim, et al.
Two Arabic Travel Books: Accounts of China and India. New York: New York University Press, 2015.
7
For more on The City of Brass, see David Pinault’s Story-Telling Techniques in the Arabian Nights.
Leiden; New York: Brill, 1992.
8
Cf. Ḥasan Najmī. Shi‘riyat al-Faḓā’- al-Mutakhayyal wa al-Huwiyyah fi al-Riwayah al-‘Arabiyyah.
Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqafī al-‘Arabī, 2000, and Ḥasan Baḥrāwī (Hassan Bahraoui). Binyat alShakl al-Riwā’ī-al-Fadā’- al-Zamān - al-Shakl. Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqafī al-‘Arabī, . 1990.
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Part 2: The City in Morocco
An important by-product of the social and economic
transformation of the old [Moroccan] society was a rapid
increase in urbanization.
– Edmund Burke, Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco

It is certainly no exaggeration to say that French colonialism brought changes to
Moroccan society,9 and to the Moroccan cityspecifically, which “first captivated the
interest of European travelers and ethnologists” (Edmund Burke 3). 10 The rise of the
modern city brought substantial changes in the daily experiences of Moroccans and made
of urbanization a major social, economic, cultural and political force. Modernization
combined with colonialism set in motion a chain reaction that had a profound effect on
city life, the novel functioning as a repository of the contradictory energies in the new
urban Moroccan. A product of this process of change was the emergence of an urban
fiction that portrays this new urban reality, but it has yet to be adequately studied and
investigated.
The rapid change in size and the enormous population growth in urban
populations of Moroccan cities during the early twentieth century attracted the attention

9

Morocco had close ties with France well before the 19th century; a series of treaties of friendship were
signed until the treaty of Protectorate 1912. When the treaty was signed, no industrial establishments like
in Europe existed in the country. Also, Morocco saw the creations of medical services, public hygiene,
modernization of means of transportation, ports, railways, roads, modern agriculture and Morocco also saw
the creation of eighteen printing companies with 275 employees (Avelot, Henri [et al.] 344)
10
Edmund Burke writes that precolonial urbanism in Morocco was weak and that thanks to the French that
the cities “became powerful radiating centers of Arabism, high Islam, and modern values,” (5). More on
the Moroccan cities occurs in Avelot, Henri [et al.] La Renaissance du Maroc: dix ans de protectorat
(1923?), Saad Benzakour’s Essai sur la politique urbaine au Maroc 1912–1975 (1978), and Françoise
Navez-Bouchanine’s Habiter la ville marocaine (1997) among others.
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of Moroccan authors and was a dominant focus of the literary imagination. The impact
of urbanization and modernization on individual life has led several authors, including
Mubārak Rabī‘, Muḥammad Muḥammad ʻIzz al-Dīn al-Tāzī (Mohamed Azzedine Tazi),
‘Abd al-lāh al-‘Arwī (Abdellah Laroui), Aḥmad al-Madīnī (Ahmad Madini), Muḥammad
Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf, to portray the city as a dehumanizing, alienating, chaotic
and deceiving place where the individual is isolated. As Zafzāf notes in al-Mar’a wa alwardah: “( ”ھﻜﺬا ﻓﻼ ﻣﻜﺎن ﻟﻚ أو ﻟﻲ ﻓﻲ ھﺬه اﻟﻤﺪﯾﻨﺔ اﻟﻜﺒﯿﺮةTherefore, there is no place for you or
me in this big city) (7). Similarly, Shukrī comments in al-Shuṭṭār, [Zaman al-Akhtā’]:
أھﻲ ﻟﻌﻨﺔ اﻟﻤﻘﺎم ﻓﯿﻚ؟
ﻛﯿﻒ إذن أﻗﯿﻢ؟
... ﻛﯿﻒ إذن أرﺗﺤﻞ
(214) وأﻧﺖ ﻟﻲ ﻣﺘﺎھﺔ؟
Is it the curse of living in you? How can I settle down, then? How
do I leave … and you are my labyrinth?
The bewilderment that is shared by the two authors as they ponder and attempt to unravel
the fabric of the city is informed by the new imported and imposed values and ways of
life that shattered traditional family and social bonds, and also by immigration and the
increasing disparity in social classes.
Concerning Tangier, Stephanie Gaou remarks that it is a place “où il n’y a
toujours qu’une alternative: laisser aller ou crever” (where there is only one alternative:
let go or die) (127), a comment that illustrates a similarity in the fictional representation
of the city between Moroccan and Western authors. In Une ville, une oeuvre, Michel
Quitout writes that a move to Casablanca with your family is “too dangerous, and there

38

are many temptations” (55). These passages, written by authors from different
backgrounds, articulate the same feeling of resentment, alienation, and exclusion that is
amplified by the characters in the novels of Shukrī and Zafzāf.
Over the course of the last eighty years Arabic literature has shown a growing
interest in the topic of urban space. Urban areas have expanded, and the number of city
dwellers has grown at a fast pace. In the West, this transformation has been perceived as
a more “natural” phenomenon, especially insofar is the city is a product of marketoriented economies. On the other hand, in Morocco there are pre-colonial imperial cities
that exist alongside the new cities of the colonial era. Examples of such cities are Fez,
Rabat, Meknes, and Marrakesh among others, adding a juxtaposition radically different
from Western cities—the imperial cities signified the traditional, the new cities the
colonial.11
The colonial period in Morocco (1912–1956) witnessed the implementation of
political and ideological processes as well as the development of the necessary
infrastructure for the new French bourgeoisie and European residents in Morocco,
including the creation of “villes nouvelles” (new cities)12 based on modern city-designs
alongside the traditional medinas, which the French had duly rearranged.
The policies of the French colonial administration in this regard were specific and
deliberate in their impact. According to Rabinow, “By the end of the 19th century, the
French employed science to underpin architectural and urban forms as a means to
11

In Muḥammad Barrādah’s Lu‘bat al-Nisyān [The Game of Forgetting] (1986), this is a primary topic.
For, he juxtaposes the two dialectical spaces, old-new and internal-external. One represents tradition and
extended family and the other the colonial forces and loss.
12
General Lyautey imposed a program that characterizes and differentiates the villes nouvelles from the
cities of the colons, which comprises an essential condition: the separation total of the European and the
indigenous agglomerations, and that for the following reasons: political, economic, sanitary, magistrate and
esthetic. (Avelot, Henri [et al.] 362)
39

exercise political control” (351). These “architectural and urban forms” were nothing
less than a strategy of seclusion. These “new towns” came to represent a colonial urban
landscape and were created according to a European cultural fabric.13
Henri Prost (1874–1959), a French architect, designed these villes nouvelles in
most of the main towns in Morocco; as a result, this urban change affected every level of
Moroccan life, from the economic, political and social structures to basic everyday life.
Beneath this modern Moroccan architectural façade, “the city became more materialistic
and engendered a hostility in the literary imagination” (Richard Lehan 5).
According to Pennell, Prost “gave the French colonial General Louis-Hubert
Lyautey’s political policy an architectural form that was thoroughly European in
conception, but built behind a Moroccan façade with Moroccan architectural decoration”
(149). These transformations and the emergence of the modern city in Morocco are
grounded on the encounter with French colonization and its impact on Moroccan
urbanism. As a result of Prost’s strategies, “the cities grew in ways that reflected the split
between the Europeans and the Moroccans” (Pennell 149). This urban change affected
every level of Moroccan society, from the economic, political and social structures to
basic everyday experiences. According to Pennell, at the time of the Protectorate,
The Moroccan economy was shifting from the subsistence
agriculture of was still a rural society, the advance of big estates
meant that the land could no longer support all of the rural

13

The word “city” derives from Latin: civis (citizen). In Arabic, the word comes from Aramaic originally,
madīnah (pl. madā‘in), derives from the verb maddana, which means: to found or build cities; to civilize,
urbanize, humanize, refine (Hans-Weher 898) and verbs like tamaddana are back-formations from the
borrowed noun madīnah. Also in Lisan al-‘Arab, ( أﻗﺎم ﺑﮫ: ) ﻣﺪن ﺑﺎﻟﻤﻜﺎنdefines it as to dwell/reside/settle in
place, (Ibn Manzūr 4160-61). And according to The American Heritage dictionary of the English
Language online, medina, from Arabic madīna, city, from Aramaic mədin(t)ā, jurisdiction, district,
province, city, from dān, to judge, adjudicate, administer (https://www.ahdictionary.com).
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population. Even more people migrated, either out of Morocco
altogether or to the cities. (149)
The pre-colonial city in Morocco had been developing in significant ways because of the
growing dependency on Europe; there had been a set of economic, social, political, and
cultural processes that were shaping different areas of the country. These processes
particularly affected port cities, as this was the point of encounter with Europeans. For
some, colonization brought progress and opened new venues in development and
modernity. For others, it destroyed the traditional way of life and produced negative
effects on city dwellers. Modern transformations of urban spaces, of course, are not
merely architectural; they have profoundly shaped human behavior and affected everyday
life.
Colonization and the development of the modern industrial city created new
driving forces in Moroccan society, a rapid shift in social life, and a wave of emigration
from the countryside to the city. This shift constituted a radical break in the continuity of
older social patterns. The new social, political, and cultural patterns that emerged from
these trends required new forms of social life, for example, housing, various modes of
relationships and assemblies, demands for more public spaces, and the institutionalization
of capitalism. One unfortunate effect of this unfettered urbanization was a widening of
the gap between classes, with younger citizens bearing the brunt of this balkanization. Of
the Moroccan city in the 1980s, Pennell writes:
The city was the heart of the modern sector of the Moroccan
economy; it accounted for sixty per cent of industrial output and
seventy-two per cent of salaries. It was also the heart of poverty:
thirty per cent of adults were unemployed and 1.9 million people
out of a total of 3.2 million were less than nineteen years old.
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(175)
Cities such as Casablanca and Tangiers became cities of migrants, who were lured to the
city in search of a better life, new social opportunities and a chance to escape poverty.
This exodus from the rural to the urban led to drastic changes in the nature of Moroccan
urban life. The transition from land-working peasants to a working class rendered the
new citizen subject to inequality, exploitation, abuse, and injustice as the only housing
that could be found were shantytowns on the outskirts of the city. These changes to the
fabric of urban life produced several outcomes that affected city dwellers. As a
consequence, the city was to become a fulcrum of clashing thoughts, feelings, and
emotions. Traditional families and their institutionalized gender roles were at the very
least compromised, at most destroyed. This new urban structure gave rise to the
emergence among the newcomers to the city of a feeling of loss, fragmentation, and a
sense of alienation.
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The Effect of Urbanism on Moroccan Life
The twentieth century has been influenced by a fast-growing interest in urban
space in literature in a way that has not been encountered previously. Urban areas have
expanded, and the number of diverse city dwellers has grown at a fast pace. In the West,
this transformation has been seen as the result of a process of natural development and a
market-oriented economy. On the other hand, in Morocco there are pre-colonial imperial
cities, the old medinas,14 seen alongside the new cities. The first ones have been
redesigned to add new modern urban areas called villes nouvelles—where Europeans
lived “indépendantes, équipées à la moderne, avec leurs gares, leurs espaces libres, leurs
grandes voies et leur extension réservés” (independent, modern, with their train stations,
their free spaces, their wide roads and their private extensions) (Renaissance du Maroc
363); they have come to represent a colonial urban landscape and have been woven into a
European cultural fabric.
Colonization and modern industrial cities15 created new driving forces in society,
causing a rapid shift in Moroccan social life and a wave of emigration from the
countryside to the city. This shift constituted a radical break in the continuity of older
social patterns (Katznelson 287).

14

Edmund Burke describes such old cities as, “recalled medieval European cities, surrounded by high walls
and divided into numerous semiautonomous quarters with narrow, twisting streets in which two loaded
donkeys could scarcely pass abreast, with a bustling network of workshops and bazaars where artisans and
merchants were still organized into guilds.” (4)
15
Morocco had a maritime past, ports among which were the ports of the two cities that are the subject of
this study, Casablanca and Tangier. Tangier was the traditional entrée to Morocco due to its proximity to
Europe and only allowed commercial relations with the North as for Casablanca, Schneider & Co began the
work on expanding the city’s port in 1913 and the population had increased by 5,000 a year (Avelot, Henri
[et al.] 262). For more on Moroccan urban politics, see Benzakour, Saad. Essai sur la politique urbaine au
Maroc 1912–1975. Casablanca: Les Editions Maghrébines, 1978.
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The new social, political, and cultural patterns that emerged required new forms
of social life: housing, for example, modes of relationship and gathering, and so on. The
transition to a new economy, rapid growth of Moroccan cities and spread of urbanization
widened the gap between the classes by creating an urban working class and an emerging
middle class. According to Shana Cohen and Larabi Jaidi, while the French brought
about changes to advance their control over Morocco and “French trade and investment
catalyzed Moroccan business” (xiii) that had benefited from the expansion of education,
these changes also sowed the seeds of resistance by leading to the creation of unions in
Morocco.
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Imagined Cities and the Spatial Discourse in Moroccan Arabic Literature
The Moroccan critic, poet, and novelist Ḥassan Najmī suggests that spatial
discourse has been overlooked by Arabic literary critics and adds that “up to now we
have not produced an Arabic spatial discourse [about] what surrounds and defines us”
(6). According to Najmī, “the Arab intellectual is required to experience space as a set of
relationships, as well as a geography” (2000, 5). In my own reading of Moroccan Arabic
literary criticism, I have found an absence of such an important literary-critical tool—
space—including the question of how space intersects with other discourses. Since the
beginning of printing in Morocco in the late nineteenth century and the publication of
ʻAbd Allāh Gannūn’s study, al-Nubūgh al-Maghribī fī al-Adab al-‘Arabī (Moroccan
Genius in Arabic Literature, 1938),16 which marks a milestone in Moroccan literary
criticism, Arabic literature has garnered considerable scholarly attention, but in most of
that scholarship space is simply viewed as a passive background to a novel’s events.
Najmī urges readers to consider space not as mere background, but rather as an active
participant in it. Spatial analyses, along with other theories that discuss literary,
aesthetic, cultural, psychological, and ideological questions, should no longer be
marginalized. Space needs to be understood as a crucially important aspect of Moroccan
Arabic literature and warrants further attention.17
In Moroccan literary criticism, there is at most a nascent debate concerning the
concept of space. The topic presents its own difficulties, the main one being the
16

ʻAbd Allāh Gannūn is mentioned because of his important contribution in bringing literary criticism in
Morocco to the fore, marking the establishment of literary criticism in Morocco. In his introduction,
Gannūn states, “When I wrote this book, I did not mean to endow Moroccan literature with a characteristic
that does not exist in Arabic literature in general […] but because I noticed a disregard for this area of the
Arab world in literary books and the history of literature books” (2).
17
See Warf and Arias 2009.
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definitions of the principal terms, especially “spatiality” itself. Space and spatiality is too
complex a topic to be entirely covered in this research, but a good starting point is Robert
Tally’s belief that “[t]oday, spatiality has become an unavoidable, and often extremely
valuable, concept for a number of scholars and critics working in contemporary literary
studies” (2013, 4). In this study I have therefore chosen to focus mainly on the
relationship between the city and the Moroccan novel in Arabic; even within that
framework my perspective is for the most part limited to the works of two authors,
Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf, and to two cities, Tangier and Casablanca.
Both these authors explore in their works the impact of urban space on the people who
live there. In their novels, the characters’ interactions with their urban spaces are
foregrounded, and thus the city becomes a crucial element in the narrative. It is that
particular aspect that is essential for my analysis, which is grounded in an exploration of
the implications of the spatial construct.
Moroccan authors have made use of the theme of city as space as a location for
the events in their works ever since the initial phases in the development of the novel
genre in Morocco. However, those events have been located in specific places of the
cityspace.18 Among the many Moroccan authors who might be cited, it is Muḥammad
Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf who have best represented the city.
In the novels of Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf, Tangier and
Casablanca are powerful presences that shape and fuel the ways in which they are
portrayed in fiction. In Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco (2009), Edmund Burke
writes that, in the period “[t]he growth of Tangier, which went from 10,000 to 45,000,

18

In Postmetropolis, Edward Soja describes cityspace as referring to, “the city as a historical-social-spatial
phenomenon, but with its intrinsic spatiality highlighted for interpretive and explanatory purposes.” (8)
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and of Casablanca, which increased from 1,600 to 21,000, was especially notable” (21),
and in addition, C. R. Pennell notes that “[t]he cities grew in ways that reflected the split
between the European and the Moroccan in the economy: Europeans lived in new
modern cities and Moroccans did not” (149). Such an increase in urbanization has
accelerated socio-political and cultural conflicts in the Moroccan context, conflicts
which, as we will see, the Moroccan novel is ideally suited to confront.
In order to get a better idea of how Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf
use the city as settings for their novels, it is important to examine how their novels reflect
and portray the consequences involved in people dwelling together in the confines of the
city.
In the case of Muḥammad Zafzāf’s nd Muḥammad Shukrī’s novels, their use of
space as represented by the cities of Casablanca and Tangier as settings for their novels—
whether it is a room, a café, a street, interior, exterior, day, night—plays an important
role. And if there is a uniting trope in those narratives, it is the characters’ quest for a
fugitive space. The two cities—in their role as a referential, functional, and significant
space, one that draws from reality and refers to it by means of names, features, places and
inspirations—is a reflection of personal experiences and, at the same time, a bold attempt
to change the reality in/of these new urban spaces. The two cities are considered as a
model for all the other cities in Morocco; they carry within them images of social and
political realities, and, along with them, all the suffering of city dwellers. The twin cities
are also portrayed as vehicles for symbolic and psychological references.
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The cities of Tangier and Casablanca have always fascinated writers who have
tried to depict their realities as they have seen and lived them. This imaginative process
has often been marked by the particular relationship that writers have maintained with the
two cities, something that has influenced both their perception and portrayal of them. In
addition, each city projects itself as being a unique urban space.
The homes, streets, squares, cafes, bars, and city dwellers in the two cities became
the focus in the novels of these two authors. Both cities represent a set of social values
that are new and alien to the local population, thus setting up a conflict between tradition
and imported “modernity.” The cityscape that they both paint is one of seclusion,
segregation, and class division. Even though the direct experience of both authors with
the city was different, they both agree that the city is a hostile place. For Shukrī, the
experience in Tangier comes to represent an ordeal of sheer survival, while for Zafzāf,
Casablanca represents a maze. The city images that are scattered throughout the works of
these two authors are a direct consequence of their own personal experience. Shukrī’s
Tangier is “the city whore,” while for Zafzāf, Casablanca is “the city ghoul.” Each
author, as a writer of the city, is reflecting different images in his portrayal of the city—
an urban environment that alienates its inhabitants, city dwellers who are forced to
struggle to eke out a daily existence in its spaces.
Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf write the city, one that is confined to a
narrow space limited by age-old fortifications.19 Both authors lived in a city that was
open to the sea, had an important port and played an important role in Morocco. Tangier
and Casablanca, 200 miles apart, had yet to witness the demolition of ramparts and the

19

Casablanca was surrounded by walls with towers and four gates.
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subsequent expansions that would turn each of them into a modern metropolis. Both
authors react to the city and describe the experience in different ways.
The two cities are the places where Zafzāf and Shukrī lived and created their own
literary worlds. The novels to be analyzed here thus present the reader with a literary
framework within which the problematics of urban life within Moroccan society can be
portrayed and dissected. A basic purpose of both Muḥammad Zafzāf and Muḥammad
Shukrī is to manipulate such negative places in the space of the city as a mode of
criticism and protest, one that exploits both the interaction between characters and the
city and the characters’ dreams of transforming the city in which they live. Both authors
make use of negative details in order to taint the “city” as a setting for their novels. If, as
Michelucci states, “literature also defines spaces and places, and imbues them with
relational meanings, so that we can say, at least in many cases, the geography (or
topography) of literary works constitutes a system of meaningful relationships” (3), then
perhaps the most meaningful relationships in the words of Muḥammad Zafzāf and
Muḥammad Shukrī are those between the human subject and the city.

With regard to the chronological context of the novels of Shukrī and Zafzāf that
have been selected for analysis, it is also important to note that they were written during a
period of social, cultural, and political change and unrest in Morocco. This period in
recent Moroccan history is called “the years of lead,” an era of struggle for power
characterized by conflict and harsh political repression and violence that began right after
Moroccan independence in 1956 and lasted until July 23, 1999, when King Hassan II
died. During those years, arbitrary arrests, torture, executions, and disappearances were
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common; newspapers were closed and books were banned. When King Hassan realized
that he could not rule the country by himself, he decided to share power with the
opposition and reintroduce political parties into the Moroccan political scene. These
reforms, along with the failed military coups against the king in 1971 and 1972 and the
constitutional referendums of 1962, 1970, 1972, and 1992, paved the way for the
democratic changes that were to come later following the succession to the throne of
Muḥammad VI.
This political unrest that evolved in the postcolonial period reflected the ideology
and political engagement of the country’s elite. The social unrest—strikes, protests,
demonstrations, sit-ins, and riots, along with the political, social, and cultural movements
that inspired them—focused attention on and framed political, social, and cultural
discourse and action, and thus contributed to the remaking of Morocco’s modern political
life, its social fabric, and its cultural practices.
Muḥammad al-Kūsh (Mohammed El Kouche), for example, writes that Shukrī is
“the spokesman par excellence of this marginal and officially uncharted ‘dirty’ space”
(78). Aḥmad Būzfūr (Ahmad Bouzfour) proposes a description of the daily life in
Casablanca in Zafzāf’s works when he writes,
 ﻟﺼﻨﻊ إﻛﺴﯿﺮه،وزﻓﺰاف ﯾﻌﺮف ﻛﯿﻒ ﯾﻤﺰج ﻣﻮاد ھﺬا اﻟﻜﻮﻛﺘﯿﻞ ﺑﻤﻘﺎدﯾﺮھﺎ اﻟﺪﻗﯿﻘﺔ
.اﻟﻨﺜﺮ اﻟﺰﻓﺰاﻓﻲ اﻟﺬي ﯾﺤﻮل ﺣﺠﺮ اﻟﺤﯿﺎة اﻟﯿﻮﻣﯿﺔ اﻟﻤﻐﺮﺑﯿﺔ إﻟﻰ ﻛﺘﺎﺑﺔ ﻣﻦ ذھﺐ: اﻟﺨﺎص
(218)
And Zafzāf knows how to delicately concoct the ingredients of this
cocktail to make his special elixir: the Zafzāfian prose that turns
the stones of Moroccan daily life into a golden writing.
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José Manuel Goï Pérez also suggests that to write Tangier is to represent “the violence as
part of the physical space of Tangier that is present in Mohammed [Shukrī]’s For Bread
Alone” (129).
The selection of these novels written by Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad
Zafzāf is based specifically on the representation of urban space that is to be found in
their works. Both writers describe their difficulty in coming to terms with the city, the
‘madina effect’ that it has had on them, and their attempts to control and exploit its
influences. They make rich use of the city, developing their characters as flaneurs within
their own cityscapes—roaming the streets, bars and cafes and traveling in and out of the
city. The city itself emerges as contaminated space, tainted with poverty, alcohol, drugs,
prostitution, and repression.
What the novels to be studied also share is the process of “mapping” the city,
whether literally or metaphorically, as a means of representing urban life and modernity
in post-colonial Morocco. In this respect, the city “provides a way of conceiving and
constructing space on the basis of a finite number of stable, isolatable, and interconnected
properties” (de Certeau 95). Each of the two urban spaces to be studied (Tangier and
Casablanca) is characterized by its own pace, architecture and spatial and cultural
aspects, all of which influence the activities and day-to-day life of its city-dwellers.
The two urban spaces studied here – Casablanca and Tangiers – represent
different locations in the space of the cosmopolis. For both authors—Zafzāf and
Shukrī—the city is the projection of a structured quest in the new cosmopolitan space, a
“city of white grief,” in the words of ‘Abd al-Laṭīf al-La‘bī (Abdalatif Laȃbi).
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Part 3: The Novel in Morocco
The larger study of the Arabic novel, its development and
basic features, remains to be written.
– Roger Allen

Genesis of the Moroccan Novel
The novel, a genre that began to emerge in the second half of the eighteenth
century is broadly defined by M. Abel Chevalley, as “une fiction en prose d’une certaine
étendue” (a fiction in prose of a certain length, qtd. in Forster 17). M. H. Abrams writes
that the novel “displaced all other literary form in popularity” (195); once considered
marginal, it has become the most important literary genre in modern times (Baldick 173).
The study of the specificities of the Moroccan novel in Arabic and the course of its
development is a direct reflection of such generic developments. In this specific case
they are also a consequence of the encounter between traditional and indigenous literary
genres and the importation ideas and forms that were a feature of increased contacts
between the Arabic-speaking world and the West, contacts resulting from colonial
policies implemented during the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
The Moroccan novel in Arabic is now a well-established institution, though not
adequately appreciated outside of Morocco. Early contributions to narrative genres, such
as Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abdallāh al-Muwaqqit’s (1894?-1949) al-Riḥlah al-Murrākushiyyah
aw mir’āt al-masāwi’ al-waqtiyyah (Marrakesh journey, or the mirror of problems of the
time, 1924) and al-Tuhāmī al-Wazzānī’s (1903–1972) al-Zāwiyah (The Corner,1942),
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Fawqa al-Ṣahawāt (1943) (On horseback) and Salīl al-Thiqlayn (1950) (the Descendant
of humans and jinn), ‘Abd al-Hādī Buṭālib’s (Abdelhadi Boutaleb, 1923–2009) historical
novel, Wazīr Gharnāṭah Lisān al-Dīn Ibn al-Khaṭīb (the Vizier of Granada, 1950),
Amīnah al-Lūh’s (Amina Louh, 1926–2015) al-Malikah Khnāthah (Queen Khnāthah,
1954), the autobiographical novel by ‘Abd al-Majīd ibn Jallūn (Abdelmajid Benjelloun)
(1919–81) Fī al-Ṭufūlah (During Childhood, 1942), and Jīl al- Ẓama’ (The Generation
of Thirst, 1967) by Muḥammad ‘Azīz Laḥbābī (Mohammed Aziz Lahbabi) (1922–93),
are all crucially important early Moroccan contributions to narrative, but unfortunately
they are mostly ignored by the very few Moroccan and Arab critics who have
documented the history of the Arabic novel in Morocco. A major factor in this lacuna, of
course, is the frequent assumption by such commentators that the Moroccan novel in
Arabic emerged solely out of the encounter with the West and at a date much later than
was the case. In the Mashriq region during the nineteenth century, there were early
encounters with the West involving some families that played a pioneering role in the
Arabic literary revival in the Sham region,20 leading to their endeavors to raise awareness
of the importance of Arabic language and literature. In the particular case of Egypt, a
primary factor in such inter-cultural contacts was Napoleon’s invasion in 1798. Less
prominent works by Moroccan authors are cited by scholars, but they are generally
regarded as being mere imitations of the Arabic novel in the Mashriq regions and as
representations of the divide with the autobiographical novel, such as ‘Abd al-Raḥmān alMarīnī’s Amṭār al-Raḥmah (The Rains of Compassion,1965) and Isma‘īl Bu‘nānī’s
Innahā al-Ḥayāh (It is Life, 1963).

20

Families such as al-Bustāniyyah, al-Yāzijiyyah, al-Ḥaddādiyyah, al-Ma‘lūfiyyah, al-Sarkīsiyyah, alRāfi‘iyyah, al-Shidyāqiyyah, and al-Taymūriyyah.
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A survey of the relatively sparse collection of works on the Moroccan novel in
Arabic suggests that critics have neither accorded the topic the importance it deserves nor
provided a thorough investigation of the genre’s precedents and development, preferring
instead to adopt the most commonly presumtion of its “late beginning.” The brief
introduction offered here is an attempt to challenge this set of attitudes and to present a
different investigation of the genre, its precedents, and its development.
To set the stage, I need to begin with Roger Allen, who examines the etiology of
the Moroccan Arabic novel: “I would begin by observing on the most theoretical level
that the very notion of ‘beginnings’ for literary genres is already highly problematic”
(313). Having acknowledged the complexity of the topic, he then goes on to note that
“the relative ‘lateness’ of the emergence of a tradition of Moroccan fiction in Arabic and
of its ‘youth’—based on this mid-century dating of 1956–1957 coincid[es] almost exactly
with Morocco’s achievement of independence” (314).
Affirming the relationship between pre- and post-colonial literary forms, the
prominent Moroccan critic Sa‘īd Yaqtīn writes:
،ﯾﺒﺮز ذﻟﻚ ﺑﺠﻼء ﻣﻦ ﺧﻼل ﻧﺠﺎح اﻟﺮواﺋﻲ اﻟﻌﺮﺑﻲ ﻣﺜﻼ ﻓﻲ ﺗﺮھﯿﻦ اﻟﻨﻈﺮ إﻟﻰ اﻟﺘﺎرﯾﺦ
[ﻛﻤﺎ أن اﻟﺮواﺋﻲ اﻟﻌﺮﺑﻲ اھﺘﻢ...] وإﻗﺎﻣﺔ ﺻﻼﺗﮫ ﺑﺎﻟﻮاﻗﻊ اﻟﻌﺮﺑﻲ ﻓﻲ ﻣﺨﺘﻠﻒ ﺗﺠﻠﯿﺎت
(58) . وﻣﺨﺘﻠﻒ أﻧﻤﺎط اﻟﺤﯿﺎة اﻟﺸﻌﺒﯿﺔ،اھﺘﻤﺎﻣﺎ ﺑﺎﻟﻐﺎ ﺑﺎﻟﯿﻮﻣﻲ
This [relationship] is noticeable in the success of Arab novelists,
for example, in revisiting history and establishing its relationship
with Arab reality in its diverse manifestations […] also the Arab
novelist has devoted a great deal of attention to everyday matters
and different types of popular life. [58]
In Morocco, both Arabic and Islamic heritages have intermingled in such a way as to
become a source of identity and cultural affiliation, one that has led to a particular vision
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of life as well as of the world. Such a conscious fusion of elements has endowed the
process of structuring the narrative heritage with both a literary and ideological function
in order to confront challenges and frustrations, a function that in itself serves as an
illustration of the Bakhtinian notion of the novel as a hybridization of various literary
forms. This fusion illustrates a particular development that can be observed in the
Moroccan novel in Arabic, namely, the presence of a heritage factor in the works of
novelists such as Aḥmad al-Tawfīq (1943–), Mubārak Rabī’ (1935–), Muḥammad Zafzāf
(1942–2001) and Milūdī Shaghmūm (1947–). The Moroccan critic Aḥmad al-Yābūrī
shows how the use of fragments culled from the historical, literary, intellectual and
mythical heritage has allowed the Moroccan novel in Arabic to
 ﻋﻦ طﺮﯾﻖ،ﺗﻤﻨﺢ اﻷﺻﻮات اﻟﺴﺮدﯾﺔ ﺣﻘﮭﺎ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺘﻌﺒﯿﺮ ﻋﻦ اﻟﺤﺎﻻت واﻟﻤﻮاﻗﻒ اﻟﻤﺘﻌﺎرﺿﺔ
[ وﺑﺬﻟﻚ ﺗﺴﺘﻌﯿﺪ اﻟﺮواﯾﺔ إﺣﺪى رﻛﺎﺋﺰ طﺎﺑﻌﮭﺎ اﻟﺘﻜﻮﯾﻨﻲ اﻟﻘﺎﺋﻢ أﺳﺎﺳﺎ...] ،اﻟﺸﺬرات اﻟﺘﺮاﺛﯿﺔ
(155) . ﺑﯿﻦ ﻣﺨﺘﻠﻒ اﻟﻤﺤﺎﻓﻞ اﻟﺴﺮدﯾﺔ،ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﺘﻮﺗﺮ
Grant narrative voices their right to represent contradictory
situations and positions, through the use of traditional fragments,
[…] The novel, therefore, regains one of the pillars of its structural
characteristics that are built essentially on the tension between the
different narrative bodies.
Hence, the scholar who seeks to understand how the Moroccan Arabic novel emerges
needs first to consider many factors, involving on the one hand types of narrative with
roots in the pre-modern narrative tradition, and on the other the role of narrative genres
imported from the outside, especially during the more recent past. Did the novel emerge
only as a new and imported “modern” genre, or has it been influenced by the pre-modern
Arabic literary narrative tradition?
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In order to answer this question, I will first look at the pre-colonial literary milieu
in Morocco, its genres and their significance, and then investigate developments in
narrative during the modern period in two phases, colonial and post-colonial. This
outline may thus serve as an introduction to this dissertation's more focused examination
of particular examples of the Moroccan Arabic novel.
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The Question of Etiology
As a specifically identifiable narrative genre, the Moroccan novel in Arabic in its
modern form is the result of a gradual process of evolution within the literary tradition,
especially relative to the rest of the Arab world, or at least to Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon,
where the novel genre developed significantly earlier.21 Its adoption and development in
Morocco has been among the most interesting developments in recent literary history. If
one asks how this late development came to be, the answer, as already suggested,
involves issues related to both the Moroccan traditional literary heritage22 and exposure
over the course of the last two centuries or so to both Arab and Western cultural
influences through socio-cultural changes that Morocco has experienced and which have
contributed to the creation of conditions conducive to the birth of the modern Moroccan
novel.
As is the case with any literary genre, the Moroccan novel only emerges as the
result of a combination of cultural factors and different types of narratives. Boutros
Hallaq and Heidi Toelle in their book, Histoire de la littérature arabe moderne (The
history of modern Arabic literature, 2007) coin the terms iḥyā' and iqtibās to represent
the two factors that were involved in the development of modern Arabic literary genres.

21

Since the 1860s, a notable number of European novels, such as the work of Alexander Dumas (1824–
1895) and Jules Verne (1828–1905), became available in the East, either in adaptation and or translation,
which led to the appearance of local literary tradition. Also, the many historical novels of Jurjī Zaydān
(1861–1914), Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī's (1858–1939) Ḥadīth ‘Īsa Ibn Hishām, and Muḥammad Ḥusayn
Haykal’s (1888–1956) Zaynab (among a number of other works) set the ground for the early development
of the Arabic novel.
22
The lateness can be ascribed to the nature of the literary genres that were predominant in Morocco,
namely poetry as a central genre as well as the presence of al-maqāma and al-riḥla, travel writing genres,
and autobiographies. Gretchen Head writes that “in contrast to the development in the East, many of the
earliest examples of modern narrative in Morocco are autobiographical.” (Moroccan Autobiography: the
Rhetorical Construction of the Self and the Development of Modern Arabic Narrative in al-Maghrib alAqṣā. PhD dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 2011, 3)
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For them, iḥyā'”23—a revival of one’s own imagined past—and iqtibās—a borrowing—
are the two principal facets involved in the developmental process known in Arabic as alNahḍa, that is, revival. As Yaqṭīn notes,
 ﯾﺘﻜﺎﻣﻼن،ظﮭﺮت ﻓﻲ ﻋﺼﺮ اﻟﻨﮭﻀﺔ ﺿﺮورة ﺑﻌﺚ واﺣﯿﺎء ﻟﻤﻮاﺟﮭﺔ ﻣﻄﻠﺒﯿﻦ اﺛﻨﯿﻦ
 ﯾﻜﻤﻦ اﻷول ﻓﻲ ﻣﺤﺎوﻻت اﺳﺘﺮﺟﺎع اﻟﻤﻘﻮﻣﺎت اﻟﺘﻲ ﺑﻨﯿﺖ ﻋﻠﯿﮭﺎ اﻷﻣﺔ اﻟﻌﺮﺑﯿﺔ.وﯾﺨﺘﻠﻔﺎن
 وذﻟﻚ ﺑﮭﺪف ﺗﺄﺳﯿﺲ ﻛﯿﺎن،اﻹﺳﻼﻣﯿﺔ اﻟﺘﻲ ﻋﺎﻧﺖ ﻓﺘﺮات طﻮﯾﻠﺔ ﻣﻦ اﻟﺘﻤﺰق واﻟﺘﺨﻠﻒ
[ ﻟﻘﺪ ﺗﻢ "اﻟﺮﺟﻮع" إﻟﻰ "اﻟﻨﺺ" اﻟﺴﺎﻣﻲ...]  وإﻋﺎدة ﺻﯿﺎﻏﺔ وﺗﺸﻐﯿﻞ ھﻮﯾﺔ ﻣﻨﻔﻠﺘﺔ،ﻣﺴﺘﻘﻞ
(235) .ﻟﯿﻜﻮن ﻣﻮﺿﻮﻋﺎ ﻟﻠﺘﻔﺎﻋﻞ
During the Nahḍa (renaissance), a necessity arose for a process of
awakening and revival in order to face two quests, complementary
to and different from each other. [I]volved the attempt to restore
the basic underpinnings upon which the Arabic and Islamic
peoples had been constructed, one that had suffered from long
years of rupture and underdevelopment, the purpose being to build
an independent entity, and to recreate and reactivate an elusive
sense of identity […] There has been a return to the sublime “text”
so that it can serve as a subject of interaction.
In the specific case of Morocco, this combination of factors is heavily affected by the
historical framework of pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial/independence forces.
These factors involve acknowledgment of the two distinct “sources,” one indigenous, a
collective and shared imagined past, and the other initially imported and/or translated and
therefore imitated but later improved and developed.

23

al-‘Arwī’s (Laroui) al-idyulūjiyyah al-‘Arabiyyah al-Mu‘āṣirah (Contemporary Arabic ideology)
describes such a revival during the neoclassical period, “where the language and literary movement
undertook an ihya’—a revival—of traditional narratives and used them to spread new ideas and emotions.
Poetry turned into national hymn, maqāma into social satire, and the historical tale into a political article”
(217).
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In order to examine the influences that impacted the Moroccan Arabic novel, we
will start by suggesting that, as is the case in other Arab countries, the most deeply rooted
literary voice (alongside poetry)24 and the most influential means of expression in the
history of Arab-Islamic culture consists of both an early oral storytelling tradition
(oral/performed narrative, as with the Moroccan institution of al-Ḥalɋah,25 either in
public spaces and/or in mosques) and written narratives.
The inception of the modern Moroccan novel in Arabic was not only the result of
translations of narratives written in European languages and their cross-pollination with
native works from the pre-modern era, but also the result of a three-stage development
within Moroccan society and culture: (1) the pre-colonial stage, which began the early
encounter with the west and modernity, defined by Anthony Giddens as “modes of social
life or organisation which emerged in Europe from about the seventeenth century
onwards, and which subsequently became more or less worldwide in their influence” (1),

24

The reason for me to include poetry here in this discussion of the different narratives that influenced the
development of the novel in Arabic is that we have noticed many Moroccan poets who converted to writing
the novel in Arabic; to name a few, Muḥammad Ash‘arī (Mohammed Achaari, 1951–), Ḥasan Najmī
(Hassan Najmi, 1960–), ‘Ā'ishah al-Baṣrī (Aicha Bassry, 1961–), and ‘Adnān Yāsīn (Adnan Yassin, 19–
70).
25
As a reception environment, al-Ḥalɋah is a thoroughly traditional mode—a "circle," in which listeners
(students in mosques, listeners to story-tellers) would gather around someone who was imparting
information and/or reciting a narrative. In the East, the story-teller is called a ḥakawātī, but in Morocco,
the story-teller is called a ḥulayɋī (thus connected with the idea of "circle"). Another aspect of the
Moroccan indigenous ground/field for the performance of literature, al-Ḥalɋah, which is also closely
associated with Sufi practice, involves the Aristotelian practice of students gathering around the religious
master to receive knowledge. Later, al-Ḥalɋah developed into a show and performance, where the literary
and oral intersect. This performative Ḥalɋah, the liminal liberating circle, was a playground, a public
gathering, a space of entertainment involving storytelling, acting, acrobatics, music, and dancing. This type
of literary performance has been part of Moroccan life for a long time and contributed to the definition of
storytelling. Being a form of cultural, political and religious transmission, al-Ḥalɋah has suffered many
setbacks following the political changes in Morocco. It was considered a base entertainment by
intellectuals, dangerous by the French colonizers, and immoral and secular by religious authorities.
However, a few illiterate storytellers, such as Muḥammad al-Mrābaṭ (Mohamed Mrabet, 1936–) and
Aḥmad al-Ya‘qūbī (Ahmad Yacoubi, 1928–1985), found a reading public through the transcriptions and
translations by the famous American author and Tangier resident, Paul Bowles (1910–1999).
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through the French Revolution and its subsequent religious and moral reforms26 (reforms
adamantly resisted by conservatives—such as the Ṣūfī zawāyā27—educational Sufi
institutions—who saw in them a threat to their very existence), and the Industrial
Revolution; (2) the colonial stage (called the “Protectorate”), with all the socio-cultural
changes that took place during that period (1912–56); and (3) the independence stage,
which is marked by a shift of socio-political focus, as modern lifestyles, class divides,
power struggles, and the spread of education created new expectations and challenges.

26

For more on reforms in Morocco, see Edmund Burke, III, Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco
Precolonial Protest and Resistance, 1860–1912. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1976.
27
Plural of zāwiyah. Etymologically, zāwiyah means “corner,” already alluding to the “marginal” (in the
sense of being physically in the margin) nature of these institutions: most Sufi lodges were originally
located in physically remote areas (Abdelilah Bouasria, Sufism and Politics in Morocco, 6). Such mystical,
religious, and political institutionmilieus provided essential support to the King in society and was very
were, influential in helping establish his power.
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The Pre-Modern Tradition of Written Narrative in Morocco
The role of the indigenous literary tradition of narrative, especially the
maqāmah28—an essential precedent in pre-modern Arabic narrative for the emergence of
the novel—in the making of the Arabic novel in Morocco is striking,29 yet
understudied.30 There is almost no scholarship examining the influence of this premodern literary genre, in both its written and oral forms, on the development of the
Moroccan novel. The maqāmah, first appearing in the eleventh century, has had a major
influence on Arab writers. However, Ghannūn seems to think that we do not find any
traces of the maqāmah, either in the Mashriq or the Maghrib (6), and especially in
Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī’s (1858–1930) Ḥadīth ‘Īsā Ibn Hishām (1907), a conclusion
which, in Roger Allen’s words, is, of course, complete nonsense.31 However, this
significant transitional work by al-Muwayliḥī could not have gone unnoticed by other
Arab authors32 if one takes into consideration the trajectory of the maqāmah from

28

Examples of the genre include those of al-Hamadhānī (969–1007) and al-Ḥarīrī (1054–1122), while more
recent writers such as Aḥmad Fāris al-Shidyāq (1805–1887), and Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī (1858–1930)
include examples of the genre or imitations of its elaborate style in their prose works.
29
In Amīnah ‘Āshūr (Amina Achour)’s Kilito en questions (Kilito in question), Kilito says that “Hariri’s
maqāmāt have been for over seven centuries the most widely read” (60).
30
The history of the Moroccan Arabic literary heritage has yet to be written. For more on this issue, see
Gretchen Head’s University of Pennsylvania PhD Dissertation, Moroccan Autobiography: The Rhetorical
construction of the Self and the Development of Modern Arabic Narrative in al-Maghrib al-Aqṣā, 2011.
31
Allen wrote as a reaction to the quote stressing the similarities between the two works. As a matter of
fact, Adolphe Faure writes that Ibn al-Muwaqqit was so charmed by the new narrative form of Ḥadīth ‘Īsā
Ibn Hishām that he imitated it and most likely plagiarized it (Faure 170).
32
During a conversation with Roger Allen, he mentioned that he would not be surprised to learn that Ibn alMuwaqqit had read al-Muwayliḥī’s (1858–1930) critical work, an early contribution to modern Arabic
fiction, Ḥadīth ‘Īsā ibn Hishām (1907). Allen recognizes similarities in the way al-Riḥlah alMurrākushiyyah is written. This new perspective on the potential of such a local literary form would
provide the context for a reversal of the point of departure for the Moroccan novel in Arabic and introduce
a new direction in the study of Moroccan novel in Arabic. A future study of al-Riḥlah and Ḥadīth ‘Īsā ibn
Hishām will attempt to trace and map the strong and flexible effectiveness and dynamism of the maqāmah
tradition as a mode of expression in the development of Moroccan novel in Arabic as well as throwing light
on such a process aimed at redefining Moroccan national literature. Such a project will no doubt open the
field for the identification of more potential roots for the history and development of the Moroccan novel in
Arabic. The primary reason for such a view is that the maqāmah genre, with its rich narrative structure, is
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Damascus and Baghdad to al-Andalus 33 and thence back to Morocco along with the
wave of moriscos/moors expelled from Spain, who brought with them their tremendous
Andalusian culture (Allen, The Arabic Literary Heritage, 257). Fluid borders between
the Middle East region and North Africa made it relatively easy for the movement of
books from the Mashriq to and from Morocco, thus contributing to the building and
shaping of the Moroccan national literary heritage.
Among many other examples of pre-modern narratives in the Arabic literary
heritage we can mention the renowned tale-collection, A Thousand and One Nights;
orally narrated folk sagas such as those of ‘Antar ibn Shaddād, Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan, the
Banū Hilāl, Baybars, `Alī Zaybaɋ, al-Amīrah Dhāt al-Himmah, al-Zīr Sālim, and Majnūn
Laylā; Riḥlah (travel writing);34 and Sufi narratives. However, while many of these types
of narrative have been studied within their individual contexts, the potential linkages
between their narrative modes and the emergence of modern narrative genres such as the
novel have yet to be explored.35
The spread and widening influence of Islamic mysticism (Sufism) was also a
major feature of pre-modern Moroccan religious belief and its expression in literary

more likely to be the inherent antecedent than the autobiographical al-Zāwiyah (1930) as claimed by ‘Abd
al-Raḥīm al-Sallām (qtd in Head 3). “Autobiography is a genre with an especially problematic critical
history,” comments Head (5).
33
For more on the relationship between the picaresque novel and the classical Arabic maqāmah, see
William Granara, “Picaresque Narratives and Cultural Dissimulation in Colonial North African Literature,”
The Arab Studies Journal, vol. 11/12, no. 1/2, 2004, pp. 41–56; H. Nemah, “Andalusian maqāmāt” in
Journal of Arabic Literature, vol. 5, 1975, pp. 83–92; and Jareer Abu-Haidar, “Maqāmāt” in Journal of
Arabic Literature, vol. 5, 1974, pp. 1–10.
34
Two famous journeys by Ibn Jubayr (1145–1217) and Ibn Baṭṭūṭah (1304–1368) illustrate the tradition of
this genre in this part of the Arab world. For more on Riḥlah, see Allen’s An Introduction to Arabic
Literature, Cambridge, 2000, and on ambassadorial writings, see Nabil Matar’s An Arab Ambassador in the
Mediterranean World: The Travels of Muḥammad ibn Uthmān al-Miknāsī, Routledge, 2015.
35
A recently published anthology of pre-modern Arabic narrative genres in English translation is one of
relatively few works that bring together examples of these and other narratives and provide evidence of the
variety of sources involved: Classical Arabic Stories ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi, New York: Columbia
University Press, 2010.
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forms. As Jamal Elias notes in defining Sufism, it is “an umbrella term for a variety of
philosophical, social, and literary phenomena occurring within the Islamic world” (595).
He goes on to note that “Sufism is often seen as a spiritual muse behind much of premodern verse in the Islamic world” (595), a discourse manifest in images and metaphors.
In the particular case of Morocco in the pre-modern centuries, the respect and veneration
shown toward Sufi holy men, and their practices that ran contrary to more traditional
orthodox beliefs, contributed to the change in the way intellectualism developed, since
“mysticism appealed to popular ideas of piety” (Pennell 54). The influence of Sufi moral
authority was disseminated all over the countryside and reinforced political alliances with
the different tribes, thus helping in the establishment of peace, order, and stability. Sufi
literature, especially poetry, has been a major influence on regional Islamic literature as
well. Hence, the role of the Sufi zāwiyah had an impact on local culture and the spiritual
relationship to literary writing, especially its more autobiographical aspects.
Introduced in Morocco during the Marīnid period (mid 7th/13th to mid 9th/15th c.),
the zāwiyah, a lodge or a religious institution,36 had many implications for Moroccan
culture and its literature. In her dissertation, Moroccan Autobiography: The Rhetorical
construction of the Self and the Development of Modern Arabic Narrative in al-Maghrib
al-Aqṣā, Gretchen Head addresses the influence of the zāwiyah on some Moroccan premodern authors, especially on their autobiographical writings. One such is al-Tuhāmī alWazzānī’s (1903–1972)37 al-Zāwiyah (1942), “which brings spiritual autobiographical
36

For more on the zāwiyah, See The Encyclopedia of Islam 2nd ed., vol. 11, W-Z, pp. 466–70.
al-Tuhāmī al-Wazzānī was born in Tetouan, Morocco. He was not able to finish his studies; he joined
the Ḥarrāqiyyah Zāwiyah in a quest for deeper learning and became a Sufi. He translated Cervantes’ Don
Quixote and contributed to the Moroccan intellectual, social, and political landscape before and after the
Protectorate period (1912). In addition to al-Zāwiyah, al-Wazzānī published Tārīkh al-Maghrib (The
History of Morocco) in 1940, al-Maghrib al-Jāhilī (Pre-Islamic Morocco) in 1947, and Salīl al-Thaqalayn
(The Descendant of the Humans and the Jinn) in 1950. He also wrote many newspaper articles.
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writing in line with the modern expectations of the novel genre” (Head v). The first
chapter of this work (eleven chapters in total), “kayfa aḥbabtu al-taṣawwuf” (How I fell
in love with Sufism), was first published in the newspaper al-Rīf, which al-Wazzānī
founded in 1936. However, that chapter was not included in the text of al-Zāwiyah when
it was published in 1942. al-Zāwiyah combines elements of autobiography, Sufism, and
Moroccan history. al-Wazzānī describes historical, social, religious, and intellectual
facets of Moroccan life, as well as incidents that he had witnessed and recorded from city
life in Tetouan. He makes use of a novelistic style of chronology and detailed description
as essential ways of introducing the self and the world throughout his different lifestages. al-Zāwiyah is thus the autobiography of a Sufi who joined the zāwiyah at the age
of fifteen as a last resort in his quest for a solution to the psychological tumult which
beset him. He also describes religious conflicts between Salafism38 and the zawāyā, as
well as historical events relating to both the acceptance of and resistance to colonialism
and the role of the zāwiyah in shaping political, social, religious, and intellectual stances.
What makes al-Zāwiyah different from the other works mentioned in Head’s
research is that it was affected by both the changing role and character of the zāwiyah
institution within the Moroccan intellectual landscape and the ideology of the
Ḥarrāqiyyah Zāwiyah, to which al-Tuhāmī al-Wazzānī belonged (Head 200). As Head
suggests, by adapting autobiography to the new media introduced by printing in Morocco
and by modernizing the genre to meet the fast-changing pace of intellectualism in the
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Derived from the word al-salaf (the predecessors), Salafism (al-Salafiyyah) refers to the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries movement of Islamic modernism/reformism, which called for the return to the
way of the Salaf al-Ṣāliḥ “pure ancestors” and was committed to the spreading the knowledge of purer
Islam. In The Making of Salafism, Henri Lauzière describes two parameters that makes it hard to grasp the
definition of the movement. The first parameter is what he calls "modernist Salafism" and the second is
“purist Salafisim.”
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Arab world and especially in Morocco, al-Zāwiyah was one of the works that set the
stage for the development of the modern Moroccan novel.
A second relevant pre-modern narrative, beside al-Tuhāmī al-Wazzānī’s alZāwiyah (1942), is Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abdallāh al-Muwaqqit’s39 al-Riḥlah alMurrākushiyyah aw mir’āt al-masāwi’ al-waqtiyyah (1924). This account, the first of
three parts, is a treatise on Bida‘40 (plural of Bid‘a, heresy/reprehensible innovation),
after he became aware of the many defects involving the Fatḥiyyah brotherhood and
criticized the way it was run. Among the flaws that he cites, he is particularly concerned
about the immorality of the brotherhood and its focus on greed and lust. His criticisms
included other Moroccan brotherhoods as well, yet his treatise and its criticisms do not
take the form of traditional Islamic legal writing ( fiqh) (Faure 170). It is a social,
political, economical and religious reform project conveyed through a conversation
between three characters whom the author creates in order to give expression to his
criticism of Moroccan society of his time. In al-Riḥlah, Ibn al-Muwaqqit liberates
himself from the demands of any pre-conceived writing discipline (Faure 175) by
adopting this new literary form. This first part, which tallies all the ills of Moroccan
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Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abdāllah al-Muwaqqit was born in 1894? and grew up in Marrakesh in a Sufi family.
He joined al-Ṭarīqah al-Fatḥiyyah, where he was appointed a muwaqqit (timekeeper) like his father, who
taught him the science of tawqīt (timekeeping). He wrote a book on the commendable characteristics of the
leader of the Ṭarīqah (brotherhood), Aḥmad al-Banānī. However, after he had been introduced to the
writings of both Muḥammad ‘Abduh and his student Rashīd Riḍā (1865–1935), the founder of al-Manār
newspaper in Egypt, which Ibn al-Muwaqqit embraced fully, he renounced the brotherhood altogether.
Describing this influence, Adolphe Faure writes “Il s'enivre des déclamations romantiques des grands chefs
du réformisme orthodoxe” (Faure169). He also read Muḥammad Ḥāfiẓ Ibrāhīm’s (1872–1932) Layālī
Saṭīḥ (Satih’s nights) and Muḥammad al-Muwayliḥī's (1858–1930) Ḥadīth ‘Īsā Ibn Hishām.
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The introduction of any novelty or innovation without any recognized Islamic compliance. On the whole
subject of Bida‘, see Kecia Ali and Oliver Leaman. Islam: The Key Concepts. London & New York:
Routledge, 2008, p. 55.
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society, is a prelude to the next two parts, the allegorical Aṣḥāb al-Safīnah (Companions
of the Ark, 1935) and al-Riḥlah al-Ukhrawiyyah (A Journey into hell, 1946).41
Ibn al-Muwaqqit’s transformation caused him many problems, especially after the
publication of his al-Riḥlah al-Murrakushiyyah aw mir’āt al-masāwi’ al-waqtiyyah, in
which he describes the wrongdoings of that period, provoking an uproar of indignation in
Marrakesh. Three local Qādīs (judges) and the leaders of some brotherhoods reported
him to the Pasha of the city and accused him of defamation; they later even sought the
intervention of the King of Morocco, Muḥammad V. However, the king declined to
intervene and suggested instead that they respond to his attack in writing as well (Faure
176).
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I should note that the two pre-modern narrative examples in the Moroccan literary scene that I have
briefly described here will be part of a future larger project in which I plan to examine the texts in greater
detail.
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Modern Narrative Influences in Morocco
‘Abd Allāh Gannūn (1978) presents an interesting exposition on Moroccan
literary history that discusses this period (the end of the nineteenth century and beginning
of the twentieth centuries): he states that nothing literarily innovative was being produced
until just before World War I (Gannūn 9). He suggests that this comparatively late
emergence of a modern literary movement is due to the fact that Morocco, unlike the rest
of the Arab world, was not part of the Ottoman Empire, which in this context constituted
a unifying entity. As for the relationship with the West, Morocco adopted an overly
cautious attitude after the wave of colonization that followed the fall of the Ottoman
Empire: Algeria was colonized in 1830, and a protectorate was established in Tunisia in
1881. This isolationism left Morocco somewhat cut off from developments in other
regions and from the many benefits that might have emerged from such encounters,
particular with regard to intellectual activity, an isolation usually offered as an
explanation for the relatively late incidence of a cultural revival (Nahḍah) in this
particular area of the Arab world. However, the year 1912 marks the beginning of a new
encounter with Europe as a result of French colonization, a process that forced Morocco
to confront Western modernity. Moroccan society was introduced to a series of drastic
changes that affected social, political, economic and cultural life and indigenous
traditions, trends that inevitably subjected Moroccan literary creativity to its own
processes of change and development.
Notwithstanding its geographic proximity, however, Morocco did not in fact
adopt the novel directly from the West. The so-called “Protectorate” period in Morocco
(1912–56) marked the beginning of the Moroccan renaissance, a time of confrontations
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with Western culture that created a pressing need for reformation. There was armed
resistance in different parts of the country that was complemented by an intellectual
resistance led by the leaders of the Salafiyyah, a reformist and revivalist movement that
emerged in the Arab world at the end of the nineteenth century, spearheaded by Jamāl aldīn al-Afghānī (1839–97) and his student, Muḥammad ‘Abduh (1849–1905), who called
for a return to the earliest eras of the Muslim community in order to revive Islam by
relying on a fresh understanding of Islam and the “al-Salaf al-Ṣāliḥ”.42 The discourse of
such a cultural and social reform movement opposed Sufism, which the movement saw as
heretical and outworn (Geertz 71). It competed in the process of creating its own elite as
well replacing the still dominant and powerful social imaginary created by Sufism. The
movement confronted both imported culture and politics with the goal of re-establishing
the purity of religion as a means of protection against Western imperialism and later as
part of the quest for independence. The ideas of the abovementioned significant
modernist Islamic thinkers spread throughout Morocco alongside the teachings and
practices of Sufi groups. Such influences protected the independence of Moroccan
identity against the wave of colonial attempts to divide its society. The movement began
by establishing its own educational system43 and founded the first nationalist groups in
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For more on Jamāl al-dīn al-Afghānī (1839–97), see Nikki R. Keddie. Sayyid Jamāl ad-Dīn “alAfghānī” A Political Biography. Berkeley: University of California, 1972 and for Muḥammad ‘Abduh
(1849–1905), see Charles C. Adams. Islam and Modernism in Egypt A Study of the Modern Reform
Movement Inaugurated by Muḥammad ‘Abduh. London: Oxford University Press, H. Milford, 1933 and
Mark Sedgwick. Muḥammad Abduh. London: Oneworld Publications, 2010.
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Albert Hourani writes that the traditional structure of Moroccan society when the Protectorate was
imposed was still comparatively untouched by modernity and the role that the Qarawiyyin MosqueUniversity in Fez played was similar to that of the other two major Mosque-Universities, the Zaytuna in
Tunis and the Azhar in Cairo, that of mobilizing public emotions (368). The first high school was
established in 1926 in Fez as a reaction against French colonialism and its attempt to divide Moroccan
society, as a result of which “early Moroccan nationalists [were …] confronted with a more desperate
situation” (Douglas Elliott Ashford, 253).
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Morocco. Moroccans responded favorably to such religious, intellectual, and
organizational appeals and began to establish associations and organizations throughout
in both cities and countryside with the aim of raising awareness of the threat posed to the
fabric of Moroccan society by colonization.44 C. R. Pennell describes the movement’s
activists, who operated in cultural circles and political discussion groups, as even being
“decidedly radical, many […] were politically quietist, believing that it was more
important to change personal moral behaviour than to restructure the state” (135).
Ironically, to counter the nationalist movement, the colonizers created an
educational policy that focused on “civilizing” the country and establishing colonial rule.
In 1930, General Louis-Hubert Lyautey (1854–1934), the first French resident general in
Morocco (1912–1925), gathered a delegation in Rabat to discuss education. The meeting
resulted in the promulgation of the Berber Dahir (Decree) in 1930.45 Another goal of this
educational focus was to create a generation of Moroccans who would be receptive to
Western culture and willing to adopt its values, with the understanding that it would
evolve into a middle class,46 linking the interests of France and Morocco.
While the Moroccan novel in Arabic saw its earliest days in the period after the
1920s, it has often been claimed that the new genre encountered difficulties in
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For more on Moroccan national Salafism, see ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Shāwī, al-Salafiyyah al-waṭaniyyah.
Bayrūt: Mu’assasat al-Abḥath al-‘Arabiyyah, 1985.
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For more on the Berber Dahir, see Ernest Gellner. Muslim Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981, p.199.
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‘Abd al-Qādir al-Shāwī (Abdelkader Chaoui, b.1950) writes in al-Salafiyyah al-waṭaniyyah (National
Salafism, 1985) that the Moroccan middle class was not a new social movement, but its existence dates
back to the end of the nineteenth century (84). For more on the middle class in Morocco, see Sarah Cohen.
Searching for a Different Future The Rise of a Global Middle Class in Morocco. Durham/London: Duke
University Press, 2004.
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establishing itself within the Moroccan cultural milieu.47 For the novel’s adoption and
development in Morocco to occur, certain historical and socio-cultural conditions and
structures were seen to be needed as topics for discussion and challenge, including
modernization, colonization, the struggle for independence, political and social reforms,
and the emergence of both new strata of society and new readerships. Since
extraordinary socio-cultural and political changes were an integral feature of similar
beginnings in Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon, it is no coincidence that the same set of factors
was crucial to the development of the novel in Morocco.
The emergence of the novel in Morocco involves a gradual process of adaptation.
Muḥammad Barrādah (Mohammed Berrada) suggests that the novel adopted its initial
elements more from the French and Russian traditions than from the Arabic literary
heritage (37). Scholars such as ‘Abd al-Kabīr al-Khaṭībī (Abdelkebir Khatibi) (1979),
Muḥammad Daghmūmī (Mohamed Daghmoumi) (1991), Bashīr al-Qamarī (Bashir
Qamari) (1991), and ‘Abd al-Hamīd ‘Aqqār (Abdelhamid Aqqar) (1998) all agree that
the Moroccan novel in Arabic is a modern phenomenon, but there is debate as to the
chronology and precedents involved. In his al-Kitābat al-riwāʾiyyah fī al-Maghrib: albinyah wa-al-dalālah (Fiction Writing in Morocco: structure and meaning, 2006), Aḥmad
al-Yabūrī (Ahmad al-Yabouri) dates the introduction of the Moroccan novel to a period
between the early 1960s and ‘70s (15), but al-Wazzānī (2002) writes that the year 1942
marks its beginning in Arabic (112). Nonetheless, such statements regarding the genre's
emergence and development need to be placed into a broader perspective, one that takes
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Aḥmad al-Madīnī, for example, claims that “the implementation of the novel on Moroccan literary soil
was very difficult” (al-Kitābah al-sardiyyah fī al-Adab al-Maghribī al-Ḥadīth, al-Ribāt (Rabat): Maṭba‘at
al-Ma‘ārif al-Jadīdah, 2000, p.14).
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into account linkages not only to the imported European genre but also to the qualitative
and quantitative narrative heritage of the past—whether the distant past or the recent past.
In an interview in the journal, Muqaddimāt/Prologues (1998), ‘Abd al-Ḥamīd
‘Aqqār suggests that the primary reason for this late development is the colonization
process in the Maghreb, one that, by introducing elements of a foreign culture, led to the
birth of a new élite. That process led in turn to the search for a new intelligentsia who
could serve as the pioneers in the fight against colonial powers. In any examination of
the early history of the Moroccan novel in Arabic, this colonial period marks a very
important phase in its development. However, any consideration of that development
needs to be expanded to comprise both the pre-colonial and post-colonial periods.
The second factor—iɋtibās (lit. borrowing, the term adopted by Hallaq and
Toelle, as was noted earlier), stemming from the processes of acculturation and
colonialism that begins in the nineteenth century, helped stimulate a cultural revival; one
that encouraged a newly emerging élite to initiate the first steps in the development of
the novel genre through the importation and translations of European examples and their
emulation—a necessarily lengthy process that was to be much aided, in Morocco as
elsewhere, by the use of the printing press, which traces its beginnings in Morocco, to the
year 1864.48 However, according to ‘Abd al-Karīm Ghallāb (Abdelkrim Gallab, 1919–
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The Qādī of Taroudant, Muḥammad al-Ṭayyib al-Rūdānī, brought the press from Egypt, and the
Makhzan the central government] decided to use it, first in Meknes and later in Fez under the name of ‘alMaṭba‘a al-Sa‘īda’ (al-Qablī 479). On the other hand, Ḥasan al-Wazānī, suggests that Morocco was the
first Arab and African country to acquire a printing press and the second Islamic country after Turkey,
around 1516 (alrakoba.net). For more information on printing in Morocco, see also, L. Baida (1996),
Fawzi Abdulrazak (1989), and P. Cohen (2007). In his famous work, Orality and Literacy, Routledge,
1982, Walter Ong suggests that the novel genre owes its rapid spread and success almost entirely to the
availability of the printing press—implying thereby both printed books and newspapers.
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2017),49 the middle class was unable to embark on the development of a novel tradition in
Morocco because of intellectual underdevelopment and colonial repression (61). In his
view such repression gave Moroccan culture little room for artistic development and
expansion.
As a reaction to French attempts at dividing the people, the Salafiyyah
reformation began to incorporate the élite, politically committed Moroccan intelligentsia.
As goals they adopted the revival of Arab and Islamic culture, nationalism, and the
rejection of foreign culture. Because of the new socio-cultural environment the
movement also was able to reach the common people, especially in cities, where there
was fertile ground for its organized message.50 Many mechanisms facilitated this
process, including writing and publishing, private schools, “secret” associations, and
theater and acting associations (al-Ashqarī 20). Even “to progressive-minded Muslim
intellectuals, the Salafiyyah stood opposed to everything they hated and seemed
especially suited to dealing with the dual problem of French occupation and religious
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Abdelkrim Ghallāb, a politician, leading intellectual, novelist and critic, was born in Fez, in 1919 and
died in 2017. He was involved in Morocco’s political and intellectual life from a young age, starting even
when he was in high school. He officially joined the Kutlat al-`Amal al-Waṭanī (National Action Block) in
1936. In mid-1937, Allal El Fassi, Omar Abdeljalil, and Mohammad El Fassi established the Kutla as a
political party, the Ḥizb al-Waṭanī li-taḥqīq al-Maṭālib (The National Party for the Realization of
Demands). Ghallāb then traveled to Egypt to study, where he combined his academic studies with political
activities against the French colonial system in North Africa. When he graduated from the University of
Cairo with a B.A. in Arabic Literature, he began to teach in a high school in Cairo. He chose to be
equidistant from both the academic and political spheres, so with a number of students he established
Rāḅitat al Difā‘ ‘an Marrakesh (1943–1947), an organization that advocated Morocco’s independence.
When Ghallāb returned to Morocco, he joined the Istiqlāl (Independence) party and continued his militant
journalism. He held many positions as a journalist, for example, editor of Risālat al-Maghrib (1949–1952)
and editor-in-chief of al-`Alam, the party’s official daily newspaper since 1960. In May, 1956—
Independence year—Ghallāb was appointed Envoy in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs until he resigned in
January 1959. In the same year, the Istiqlāl party broke apart because of political disagreement. In 1960,
Ghallāb officially became a member of the executive committee.
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‘Abd al-Qādir al-Shāwī (Abdelkader Chaoui, b. 1950) writes in al-Salafiyyah al-waṭaniyyah (National
Salafism, 1985) that the Salafi concepts were a clear reflection of the bourgeois awareness through its
politico-national conflict with imperialism (100) due to growing foreign intervention into the affairs of
Morocco.
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petrification” (Halstead 122). The movement advocated resistance to colonization as
well as a mixed agenda of social reforms, which appealed to students in both high schools
and at the Qarawiyyin Mosque-University in Fez, and stimulated the thinking of early
Moroccan nationalists.51
All these elements contributed to the sowing of seeds for literary and linguistic
innovation as part of a new social and cultural scene. This new culture became the
platform for the intellectual contribution to the resistance (Taylor 38). Even so, in Tārīkh
al-waṭaniyyah al-Maghribiyyah min al-qiṣṣah al-qaṣīrah: dirāsah wa-nuṣūṣ (History of
Moroccan Nationalism from the Short Story: Analysis and Texts, 1998), Aḥmad Zayādī
cites the élite’s lack of concern with Moroccan writing during the Protectorate era as
being the explanation for the fact that Moroccan literary creativity (in the sense of
originality), as far as purely artistic conditions are concerned, was almost non-existent
during that period. The fact that most Moroccan writers of the colonial period focused
more on dealing with the national cause at the expense of a more literary esthetic—style,
ideas, the Arabic language—slowed down the development of new literary genres. The
focal point of Moroccan writers was content over form, since that was seen as the most
important need of the moment: direct addresses to the social and political concerns of the
resistance period was a more urgent task. The problems of social order were so pressing
that the potentially transformative literary esthetic of imported western literature, which
must have seemed counterintuitive, was inapplicable at that early stage of the modern
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For more on Moroccan political parties, see Robert Rézette. Les Partis Politiques Marocains. Paris :
Librairie Armand Colin, 1955.
73

Moroccan Arabic novel and—to use the term Roger Allen adopts52—of the
“domestication” of imported literary genres. However, the changes that the country
experienced before and during colonization and the cultural exchanges that resulted made
it possible for the genre of the novel to emerge and flourish in Moroccan culture after the
mid-fifties.
The themes espoused by the early Moroccan novel were in a relatively formative
stage and based heavily on the Bildungsroman, especially its relation with the Other.
This aspect of the novel was shared between the early Arabic novels in the Mashriq as
well. Most of the early Moroccan novels in Arabic integrated earlier Moroccan traditions
of poetry, oral storytelling, and al-Ḥalɋah, resulting in a uniquely Moroccan novelistic
style and tradition distinct from the European genre that had served as a model.
However, while the Moroccan novel in Arabic may have had a relatively late
beginning, it is generally acknowledged that it has since achieved considerable success,
having spread and adjusted itself to every social, political, and cultural change that has
occurred in Morocco in such a short period, less than half a century. The novel qua genre
turns out to be the ideal medium for the articulation of Moroccan identity, the new
awareness of modern times—especially with respect to questions regarding otherness.
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Roger Allen actually borrowed this term from the German philosopher and translator, Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1768–1834) (Rewriting Literary History: The case of Moroccan Fiction in Arabic.” The
Journal of North African Studies, vol. 16, no. 3, 2011, pp. 311–324).
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The Modern Moroccan Novel in Arabic: Outcome
In this section, I will survey the distinct aspects—quantitative, qualitative, artistic,
and intellectual—of the development of the Moroccan modern Arabic novel. To
understand this development/maturation requires an examination of the background of
the Moroccan novel and the fundamentals of the era. This period (up to 1967) is labeled
“foundational” because the 28 novels that were published during that time were
contributions to the consolidation of a Moroccan fictional tradition. ‘Abd al-‘Ālī
Buṭayyib cites chronologically five essential Moroccan novels in Arabic: al-Tuhāmī alWazzānī’s al-Zāwiyah (1942), ‘Abd al-Majīd ibn Jallūn’s Fī al-Ṭufūlah (During
Childhood, 1942) ‘Abd al-Karīm Ghallāb’s Sab ‘at Abwab (Seven Gates, 1965) and
Dafannā al-Māḍī (1966; We Have Buried the Past, 2017),53 and Muḥammad ‘Azīz
Laḥbābī’ Jīl al-Zama’ (The Generation of Thirst, 1967) (103).54 The thematic
characteristics of the early novels in Arabic can be summarized as follows:
autobiographical, the presence of the Other, and classical narrative form—a form which
Everett Knight defines as a novel that “shows reality […] makes statements […] and [is]
all about identity” (65).
The years of independence were instrumental in setting the stage for the
emergence of a modern Arabic novel tradition in Morocco. The establishment of the first
postcolonial national ideology was accompanied by a wave of expression and
communication which adopted the novel genre as a principal mode of expression.
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Buṭayyib, ‘Abd al-‘Ālī. “al-Riwāyah al-Maghribiyyah al-Ān,” al-Adab al-Maghribī al-ḥadīth: ʻalāmāt
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Independence led to the appearance of new cultural channels, associations, and journals,
all of which fostered a literary environment that encouraged generic experimentation.
This was a time in which an awareness of the existence of these new literary trends
among writers and critics was growing. Intellectuals, mostly politically committed,
assumed responsibilities in the government and continued the Salafiyyah way of thinking.
‘Abd al-Karīm Ghallāb, one of the most important novelists in Morocco, is a good
representative of this period. Dafannā al-Māḍī (1966; We Have Buried the Past, 2017) is
considered the first novel that displays characteristics of the imported genre, that is,
imported from the West. It presents a vivid portrait of the struggle and conflict that led to
a new awareness of national identity and therefore to the quest for independence. His
presentation of contemporary realities provided the necessary background for the new
environment that was required for the continued development of the Moroccan Arabic
novel.
The middle class, to which most writers belonged, established a cultural forum in
order to confront the social contradictions and challenges of the new era. The resulting
literary movement both espoused and mirrored the struggle for political and economic
freedom, and fought for the transformation of existing social structures. The novels
composed within this context discussed and reacted to the challenges of the period—
among them feminism, socialism, and democratic discourse. That the Moroccan Arabic
novel emerged at this time is understandable because, as Arnold Kettle notes, “[I]f
bourgeois society can be considered progressive in a historical sense and bourgeois
culture is but a reflection of that society in a passive sense, then the defense of the culture
of the past is unlikely to arouse in us any deep enthusiasm” (22). Reflecting the
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Bakhtinian notion that the novel is the site of contradictions (raznorechie, literally
“dispersed speech”), this discursive trend in Morocco projected both a progressive
openness and a defense and revival of the heritage of the past.
At the same time, postcolonial literature attempted to articulate a sense of
Moroccan identity, one that involved the reclamation of the glories of a lost past and the
rewriting of history with a transformed sense of authenticity. Moroccan writers made use
of literary genres as a means of contributing to the distinction between self (Moroccans)
and the other (colonizers/Westerners).
The years in post-colonial Morocco saw a profound shaping of its novel tradition.
This trajectory was marked by the end of the strategic alliance against the colonialist and
the revival of older social, political, and economic conflicts. Therefore, the present path
of Moroccan literature in general and the novel in Arabic in particular bears witness to a
radical shift in focus—to poverty, illiteracy, public health, and corruption. Writers set
out to expose Morocco’s corrupt political system and criticize it through the use of
different literary techniques, either directly or allegorically. Many among the new
generation of writers were subjected to imprisonment and exile when the focus of their
criticism turned to internal, rather than external, matters. A progressive movement
started and established a new pattern of social conflict, a movement that is reflected in the
modern Arabic novel in Morocco. In this context, concepts such as class struggle,
commitment, Gramsci’s concept of the organic intellectual, the right, the left, cultural
revolution, reactionary and anti-reactionary, come to mind—concepts reflected in
Moroccan novels in Arabic through the adoption of Realism to create a pattern that would
help shape a Moroccan future.
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From the mid-sixties to 1979, the Arabic novel tradition in Morocco took a radical
turn. In the early years of independence, many writers had been unable to publish in
Morocco and instead resorted to publishing in Levant publishing houses, newspapers, and
magazines. During this period, however, Morocco saw the establishment of 15
publication houses. The number of published works of fiction went up to 45 novels
written by authors from different generations (Wazzānī 97). This was a tumultuous
period, both politically and ideologically, which led to new types and styles of writing
and narrative techniques. Some examples of the novels of the period include ‘Abd alKarīm Ghallāb’s al-Mu`allim ‘Ali (Master Ali, 1971), Aḥmad al-Bakrī al-Subāʽī’s alMaḳhāḍ (Labor Pains, 1972), Muḥammad Saʽīd al-Ragrāgī’s al-Hāribah (The
Runaway,1973), ‘Abdallah ‘Arwī's (Abdellah Laroui) al-Yatīm (The Orphan, 1978) and
Muḥammad Zafzāf’s (Mohammed Zefzaf) al-Afʽā wa al-Baḥr (The Viper and the Sea,
1979). The premium on narrative realism provided a creative medium whereby authors
were able to portray various ideological conflicts, sense of commitment, and local color,
features that made these authors an essential aspect of the increasing popularity of the
new genre.
During the 1980s, there was a remarkable increase in the publication of Arabic
novels in Morocco. This period was a turning point in the development of the
experimental novel in Morocco, in that authors introduced a wave of fresh themes,
showing a courageous move towards new and controversial topics, ranging from
unemployment to love and jealousy, and incorporating the historical and cultural heritage
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into their narratives in innovative ways. A total of 77 novels were published55 involving
55 authors with multiple experiences and backgrounds: to name a few, Muḥammad
Zafzāf’s al-Thaʽlab alladhī yaẓhar wa yaḳhtafī (1985; The Elusive Fox, 2016), ʽAbd alQādir al-Shāwī's (Abdelkader Chaui) Kāna wa Aḳhawātihā (Kāna and Its Sisters, 1986),
and ʽAbd al-Allāh al-ʽArwī’s (Abdellah Laroui) Awrāq (Papers, 1989). In the wake of
both the disappointment felt by authors who had hoped that independence would bring
them all the dreams for which they had been fighting and the increasing influence of the
French nouveau roman, structuralism, and formalism on literature and language,
experimental writing now became the popular trend of the time. A younger generation of
Moroccan authors began to explore new writing techniques, adopting the ideas of
reception theory and focusing on aesthetic principles rather than theme. These included
Ben Sālim Himmīsh (Bensalem Himmich) (1947–), Muḥammad ʻIzz al-Dīn Tāzī
(Mohamed Azzedine Tazi) (1948–), Muḥammad Barrādah (Mohammed Berrada) (1938–
), ‘Abdallāh al-‘Arwī (Abdallah Laroui) (1933–), Mubārak Rabī` (Mubarak Rabi) (1935–
), and Muḥammad Ashʽarī (Mohammed Achaari) (1951–).
During the 1990s, 185 novels were published, involving 113 authors and 44
different publishing houses, the latter an increase that helps explain the decreasing use of
Lebanese publishing houses. In this experimental period, one heavily influenced by
internal and external events, a shift occurred that was due in no small part to a new sociopolitical and cultural environment, one that involved a relative increase in freedom of
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See Muḥammad Qāsimī, al-Adab al-Maghribī al-muʻāṣir, 1926–2007: Bibliyūghrāfiyā. Rabat:
Manshūrāt Wizārat al-Thaqāfah, 2009, pp. 113–18. Qāsimī records the name of 57 authors (some of whom
have published more than one novel) during the period in question (113–18).
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expression under King Hassan II, government Alternance56 (government of change),
human rights discourse, the creation of the Ittiḥād kuttāb al-Maghrib (Union of
Moroccan Writers—UMW) and its organ of expression, the literary magazine Āfāq,
which has continued to play an essential role in promoting cultural and literary activities,
such as conferences and symposia, celebration of poetry and music and artistic
exhibitions. The president of UMW, the poet and novelist Ḥasan Najmī (Hassan Najmi),
has noted that during this same period “the literary production [was] astonishing” (qtd. in
Howe 188) as the number of published titles in Arabic increased to about 400 each
year—a period that is marked, in addition to the establishment of a literary prize in
Morocco itself, by the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 1989 and the subsequent
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Those democratizing phenomena profoundly
influenced Moroccan authors, who privileged independence over ideology. They aspired
to experiment and modernize the novel, thus selecting imagination as an essential source
for the creative process instead of imitating reality, exploring the realm of language and
what it entails by way of modern narrative techniques, change in focus as far as a search
for new narrative modes and topics that now include more private/personal and daily
ones, the use of local lore, the fantastic, and eventually “taking up the challenge of the
novel to shed more light on both creative and esthetic delight and play” (‘Aqqār 26).
All these developments have led to a renewed focus on Moroccan cultural
identity, a trend that Muḥammad ‘Ābid al-Jābirī (Mohammed Abed al-Jabri) (1935–
2010) describes as follows:
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King Hassan II introduced the concept of alternance in the early 1990s as a promise of political reforms.
For more on Moroccan politics, see Lise Storm. Democratization in Morocco. London & New York:
Routledge, 2007.
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. ووطﻨﯿﺔ ﻗﻮﻣﯿﺔ، وﺟﻤﻌﻮﯾﺔ، ﻓﺮدﯾﺔ:اﻟﮭﻮﯾﺔ اﻟﻤﻐﺮﺑﯿﺔ ھﻲ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻐﺎﻟﺐ ﻣﺴﺘﻮﯾﺎت ﺛﻼﺛﺔ
 إن اﻟﮭﻮﯾﺔ اﻟﺜﻘﺎﻓﯿﺔ.واﻟﻌﻼﻗﺔ ﺑﯿﻦ ھﺬه اﻟﻤﺴﺘﻮﯾﺎت ﺗﺘﺤﺪد أﺳﺎﺳﺎ ﺑﻨﻮع "اﻷﺧﺮ" اﻟﺬي ﺗﻮاﺟﮭﮫ
 إﻣﺎ ﻓﻲ اﺗﺠﺎه، ھﻲ ﺗﺼﯿﺮ وﺗﺘﻄﻮر. وﻟﯿﺴﺖ ﻣﻌﻄﻰ ﺟﺎھﺰا وﻧﮭﺎﺋﯿﺎ، ﯾﺘﻄﻮر،ﻛﯿﺎن ﯾﺼﯿﺮ
 ﺑﺎﺗﻨﺼﺎراﺗﮭﻢ، وھﻲ ﺗﻐﺘﻨﻲ ﺑﺘﺠﺎرب أھﻠﮭﺎ وﻣﻌﺎﻧﺎﺗﮭﻢ،اﻹﻧﻜﻤﺎش وﻣﺎ ﻓﻲ اﺗﺠﺎه اﻹﻧﺘﺸﺎر
 وأﯾﻀﺎ ﺑﺎﺣﺘﻜﺎﻛﮭﺎ ﺳﻠﺒﺎ وإﯾﺠﺎﺑﺎ ﻣﻊ اﻟﮭﻮﯾﺎت اﻟﺜﻘﺎﻓﯿﺔ اﻷﺧﺮى اﻟﺘﻲ ﺗﺪﺧﻞ ﻣﻌﮭﺎ،وﺗﻄﻠﻌﺎﺗﮭﻢ
(1) .ﻓﻲ ﺗﻐﺎﯾﺮ ﻣﻦ ﻧﻮع ﻣﺎ
Moroccan identity generally involves three levels: individual,
collective, and nationalist. The relationship between these levels is
determined essentially by the “Other” that it confronts. Cultural
identity is an entity that comes into existence and develops, not
something ready-made and final. It comes into existence and
develops, tending toward either retraction or expansion. It is
enriched by the experience of the people and their sufferings, their
victories and aspirations; also through negative or positive frictions
with other cultural identities, together with which it enters into
some kind of difference.
The increase and diversity in the numbers of Moroccan Arabic novel writers during the
1990s are striking.57 This same period witnessed a return to local Moroccan issues, a sort
of reconciliation between society and literature. One notices in particular a return to the
self, society, history, and collective memory in search of new ways of narrating, a shift in
focus towards the act of writing as well as that of storytelling. Examples of authors and
works include Laylā Abū Zayd’s (Leila Abouzaid) ‘Awdah ilā al-ṭufūlah (Return to
Childhood, 1993), Salim Ḥimmīsh’s (Bensalem Himmich) Samāsirat al-Sarāb (Mirage
Brokers, 1995), Yūsuf Fāḍil’s (Youssef Fadil) Silsitīnā (Celestina, 1992), Aḥmad alTawfīq (Ahmad Tawfiq) Shujayrat Hannā’ wa Qamar (1998; Moon and Henna Tree,
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Qāsimī in al-Adab al-Maghribī al-muʻāṣir, documents 188 novels (pp. 118–30).
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2013), Muḥammad Barrādah’s (Mohammed Berrada) Mithla Ṣayfin lan yatakarrar (Like
a Summer Never to Be Repeated, 1999).
The modern Arabic novel in Morocco has grown increasingly popular (the
number of novels penned between 1980 and 2007 reached 549), and its popularity
continues today, both on the national and international levels.58 It has shifted away from
its initial focus on realism and autobiographical and historical themes, and evolved into
an expansive form that incorporates many other fictional modes—including the social,
historical, detective, and philosophic, and exploits a variety of narrative strategies.59
Judging from these samples, one can say that the Moroccan novel in Arabic is heading
towards a balance between different functions of modernist fiction60—be they aesthetic,
epistemological, or pragmatic. These and other narratives in fictional form can be seen as
varied articulations of the shift from general to private considerations,61 while also
initiating the pleasure and enjoyment of the creative act at a remove from the dominance
of the political. The pursuit of narrative diversity draws on newer narrative techniques
and widens the domains of fictional practice. Having initiated this substantial flow,
Moroccan authors have now developed a uniquely Moroccan novel tradition in Arabic.
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i.e., al-Ash‘arī won the International Prize for Arabic Fiction in 2011 for al-Qaws wa al-Farāshah (2011;
The Arch and the Butterfly, 2013). Roger Allen’s translation of Hādhā al-Andalusī (2007; A Muslim
Suicide, 2011) by Sālim Ḥimmīsh won the 2012 Saif Ghobash Banipal Prize for Arabic Literary
Translation.
59
For example, Dam al-Wu‘ūl uses fantasy and dreams; Ayyām Jabaliyyah resorts to fragmentation;
Girtrūd involves the process of imagining and rewriting the biography of a Western author—thus
establishing an interactive dialogue between East and West—and al-Qaws wa al-Farāshah re-imagines
Moroccan history.
60
Many authors resort to employing some of the devices of modernist fiction, such as the use of complex
language, the disruption of traditional patterns of syntax and forms, the use of multiple narrators and
switching voices, the use of psychology, and the blurring of boundaries.
61
Topics such as colonialism, independence, poverty, equality, democracy, justice and personal, private
ones such as daily worries, loss, indifference, love …
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CHAPTER THREE:
A TALE OF TWO MOROCCAN NOVELISTS AND TWO CITIES
L’urbanisme colonial et les constructions d’immeubles à la
française étaient bien menés dans la ville européenne car
ils représentaient le symbole du triomphe, de prospérité et
de la domination du couple modernisation/colonisation.
– Abderrahmane Rachik, Ville et pouvoirs au Maroc
(Colonial urbanism and the construction of buildings the
French way were well carried out in the European city
because they represented the symbol of triumph, prosperity,
and dominance of the set modernization/colonialism.)

When one searches for the modern Moroccan city in Arabic literature, two names
turn up—Muḥammad Shukrī and Muḥammad Zafzāf. Both authors use the urban setting
as an active stage for their characters, while each portrays it from his own experience and
perspective. For Zafzāf, urban space serves as a battleground for power struggles and
social divisions. In the work of Shukrī, the city is identified as a space for
marginalization and alienation.
Muḥammad Zafzāf’s narrator in Arṣifah wa Judrān, al-Mar'ah wa-al-wardah and
that of Muḥammad Shukrī’s in his trilogy al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī, Wujūh and Zaman al-akhṭā’
set the tone of the city; one describes it as a no man’s land, and the other as a maze.
These two metaphors of alienation—waste land and maze—provide the framework for an
appropriate portrait of what the Moroccan city has come to represent.
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For both Zafzāf and Shukrī, urban space is a wicked, immoral, discomforting
place where one is lost; as Zafzāf puts it, one “becomes a worm-infested corpse in this
city.” An article that Muḥammad Zafzāf wrote in 1964, “The Contemporary Man
Declares his Defeat,” reflects on his early concerns regarding the city. For Muḥammad
Shukrī, Tangier is a hybrid and mythical city; no matter what one does, it lives under
your skin. Feelings such as these permeate the works of these two authors and almost
automatically engender a sense of anxiety.
These two authors are particularly well known as members of a new generation of
‘beat’ writers, who experienced personally the very grit of the cities about which they
wrote. Shukrī’s work explores Tangier, a city renowned for its intellectualism and
stimulus to the imagination, adopted by numerous expatriate authors, artists and poets,
including Paul Bowles (1919–1999), William Burroughs (1914–1997), Tennessee
Williams (1911–1983), Allen Ginsberg (1926–1997), Jack Kerouac (1922–1969),
Eldridge Cleaver (1935–1998), Jean Genet (1910–1986), Francis Bacon (1909–1992),
among others others as well as local intellectuals such as‘Abd al-Salām Bul‘īsh
(Abdeslam Boulaich), Muḥammad al-Mrābaṭ ( Mohamed Mrabet 1936–), Aḥmad alYa‘qūbī (Ahmad Yacoubi 1928–1985), and Muḥammad Shukrī. Zafzāf’s work is set
mostly in Casablanca, never accurately represented by the world-famous film of that
name but rather a large industrial city around which topics of exploitation, misery,
poverty, alienation and oppression have been focused.
Giving the extent of these topic, these images of the city are an apt reflection of
the discontent that is felt by many Moroccan authors concerning urban space, one defined
by senses of loss, inequality, class divisions social, political, cultural and economic
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conflict. Because the city is the central focus of this negative designation, it has become
increasingly significant in the works of many other Moroccan authors, such as
Muḥammad `Izz al-dīn al-Tāzī, Muḥammad Barrāda, Mubārak Rabī‘, in addition to the
two authors who are the subject of this dissertation.
The images of Tangier and Casablanca in the Moroccan novel in Arabic as
entities that can lure and ensnare reveal a deep mistrust of urban space. Though
perceived as a haven of opportunity and sanctuary that people resort to in dire
circumstances, the Moroccan city now becomes the incarnation of all evils. This shift in
perspective regarding the city and urban growth is clearly reflected in the resentment and
restlessness that the characters in the novels reveal, in that the space involved is
completely void of any human feelings. Individualism and money are the dominant
features, and true Moroccan identity has been lost.
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Muḥammad Shukrī’s Tangier
Tangier, a major international port city of the twentieth century, is located in the
North of Morocco, more than 23 miles from Tarifa to the north, Spain and 212 miles
from Casablanca to the south. It combines two shores, the Atlantic Ocean and the
Mediterranean. It has long been considered to be an international city62 that drew the
attention of colonial European powers to its importance. Throughout its history, for
thousands of years and of strategic importance, Tangier has seen many civilizations,
ranging from the Phoenicians, Carthaginian, Romans, Vandals, Amazighs to the Arabs.63
Because of Tangier’s geographical location as a conduit of trade, its history, diverse rand
ich culture, and cosmopolitan population,64 it has attracted many fleets (British and
American), foreign spies, businessmen, thieves, and non-Arab authors65 and artists.66
Over the years, Tangier has had many masters, from the Amazigh through the
Spanish. From the early 40s, Tangier was a haven for Spaniards. After Moroccan
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In the 1906 Algeciras Conference (Jan. 16 - April 7, 1906), Tangier was granted such a status—which
remained in effect until 1956—after the conflict over who would take over the city between France and
Germany and the interference of President Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919). In 1925 there was an
international agreement between more than twenty countries about providing security for the city. For
more on Tangier, see, Burke, Edmund. Ethnographic State: France and the Invention of Moroccan Islam.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014 and Coury, Ralph M. and R. Kevin Lacey. Writing Tangier.
New York: Peter Lang, c2009 [electronic resource].
63
“Tangier passed under […] the rule of the al-Moravids, then the al Mohads, […] next came the Tunisian
Hafsid dynasty, and later the Marinids. Each of these dynasties left their mark on the city, as the influx and
mix of religious beliefs and tribes laid the foundations for what was to become one of the world’s most
liberal cities […] Tangier became a victim of realpolitik when it passed back and forth between the Spanish
and Portuguese during the sixteenth century […] in 1662 the English acquired the city […] In 1679 Moulay
Ismail […] forced a British retreat […] the city entered a period of decline until, by 1810” (Michael R. T.
Dumper and Bruce E. Stanley 345–48)
64
Arabs, Amazighs, Jews, Spaniards, French, and others.
65
See page 74 for a list of non-Arab authors.
66
Examples of artists who visited Tangiers, Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848–1933), painted his famous
Market Day Outside the Walls of Tangiers in 1873, Henri Matisse’s (869–1954) two trips to Morocco
“liberated [his] imagination” (Kimmelman, Michael. “How the Spirit of Morocco Seized Matisse.” The
New York Times, March 18, 1990, p. 37)
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independence was achieved (1956), they refused to go back home to Spain, (Shukrī 76) a
country that was still under the iron control of Franco. During their heyday, the city
consisted of bars, restaurants, hotels and brothels, which served the Spaniards as well as
other foreign nationals. Once the visits of U.S. Marines to the port of Tangier became
rare (at the end of the 1950s), most of these businesses closed.
Muḥammad Shukrī was born in Bni Chikr, a small village in the Rif Mountains of
northern Morocco, in 1935. He left the village in the mountains for Tangier with his
family in 1943, and later, at age eleven, ran away from home. He is one of contemporary
Morocco’s most controversial authors. In his narrative trilogy, Shukrī vividly depicts the
harsh, slippery, desperate, and deceit-filled experience of living and surviving in the city
of Tangier. The first part of Shukrī’s autobiographical novel, al-Ḳhubz al-Ḥāfī, was first
published in English in 1973 in a “translation” by Paul Bowles as For Bread Alone, and
later, in 1982, in Arabic. Since its publication it has received a lot of attention and has
long been recognized as a shocking “social document,” in both Morocco and the Arab
world in general.
Al-Ḳhubz al-Ḥāfī traces the growth and development of Muḥammad, a child who
relocates to Tangier from the famine-stricken countryside in 1943; it testifies to the
realities of the author’s childhood. al-Shuṭṭār (1992)—Streetwise (1996), which was also
published under a different title, Zaman al-Akhtā' (1992; The Time of Errors)—is a
sequel to al-Ḳhubz al Ḥāfī. Here Shukrī traces his life as an illiterate teenager between
the school in which he enrolled at the age of twenty in al-‘Arā’ish (Larache) and the
many other places and spaces that he visited in search of pleasure, rebelling against a
society that showed him no mercy. In Wujūh (Faces 2000), the third part of his
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autobiographical trilogy, he invokes his past and that of the city of Tangier. This work
reveals a further stage in the author’s life and shows the changes and maturity that come
with it. He contemplates his past through a collage of the many faces that he has
encountered. In addition to his novels, short stories, and plays, he wrote Jean Genet in
Tangier (1974) and Tennessee Williams in Tangier (1979).
A nationally and internationally well established Moroccan author, Muḥammad
Shukrī is acknowledged as one of the best-known Moroccan writers in Arabic. Shukrī
had a difficult life, entering school for the first time at age twenty, after which he started
to teach and thrive as a writer. Although Shukrī did not know how to read or write until
age twenty, he finished school and became a teacher. While he was in and out of the city
of Tangier, Shukrī loved it, hated it, and died in it. The realities of city life were too
much for him to just get by in the city; rather he had to live his life there to the fullest
extent. Muḥammad al-Ash‘arī writes that Shukrī
 ﻋﻨﺪﻣﺎ أزاح اﻷﺳﺘﺎر ﻋﻦ ﻗﺴﻮﺗﮭﺎ، ﻓﺤﺮرھﺎ ﻣﻦ اﻷﺳﻄﻮرة،ﺳﺎﻓﺮ ﺑﮭﺎ ﺳﻔﺮا ﻋﻤﯿﻘﺎ
 ﻋﻦ واﻗﻌﯿﺘﮭﺎ اﻟﺸﻌﺮﯾﺔ وﻋﻦ ﻣﮭﺎرة ﯾﻮﻣﯿﺘﮭﺎ ﻛﻤﺪﯾﻨﺔ ﻣﺘﻮﺳﻄﯿﺔ ﻣﻔﺘﻮﺣﺔ،وﺣﻨﻮھﺎ
 ﺑﻌﯿﻨﻲ طﻔﻞ رﯾﻔﻲ، ﺛﻢ أﻋﺎد أﺳﻄﺮﺗﮭﺎ ﻣﻦ ﺟﺪﯾﺪ ﻋﺒﺮ رؤﯾﺘﮫ ھﻮ،ﺑﺎﻟﻨﺎس واﻟﻌﺎﻟﻢ
ﺑﮭﻤﺎ وﯾﻤﻀﻲ ﻓﻲ ﻣﺤﺎوﻟﺘﮫ اﻟﺠﺮﯾﺌﺔ ﻻﺳﺘﻌﺎدة ﺗﻄﺎرده اﻟﻤﺠﺎﻋﺔ واﻟﺨﻮف ﻓﻼ ﯾﻌﺒﺄ
طﻨﺠﺔ ﻣﻦ رؤى اﻟﻤﺴﺘﺸﺮﻗﯿﻦ واﻟﺮﺣﺎﻟﺔ اﻟﻤﺒﮭﻮرﯾﻦ ﻟﯿﺆﺳﻄﺮھﺎ ﺣﺴﺐ ھﻮاه
(8–7) .وﺣﺴﺐ ﺣﺎﺟﺘﮫ
Undertook a profound journey with it (Tangier), and he freed it
from myth when he drew back the curtain on its ruthlessness and
compassion, poetic reality and the skill of its daily existence as a
Mediterranean city open to people and the world. He then
remythologized it anew through his own particular vision, through
the eyes of a child driven from the Rif mountains and haunted by
famine and fear. Yet he ignores them and continues his daring
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attempts to reclaim Tangier from the bewildered visions of
Orientalists and travelers in order to mythologize it according to
his own wishes and needs.
Shukrī’s sense of place adds a third dimension to Tangier. His journey through the city
makes of Tangier a lived space. Every part of the city, its houses, cafes and streets—the
last as open space—become active elements. As Shukrī’s writing clearly illustrated, the
sheer growth of the city of Tangier makes the urban experience unlivable.
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Muḥammad Zafzāf and Casablanca
Si Casablanca ne fut pas la première ville étudie par le
nouveau service […] c’est tout de même elle qui par ses
problèmes, sa population mixte, son énorme industrie et
son dynamisme éclatant dans toutes ses manifestations,
permet de donner une vue condensée de l’ensemble du
Maroc.
– Ecochard, Le roman d’une ville (13–4)
(If Casablanca were not the first city studied by the new
service […] it is all the same, the city with its problems,
mixed population, huge industry, and resounding
dynamism in all its manifestations, that allows for a
compact view of the entirety of Morocco.)

Casablanca, the largest city in Morocco, is set on the Atlantic Ocean and has long
served as the principal commercial hub for local and international business. Casablanca
is much larger than Tangier, and its population has grown to about 3.2 million. In
addition, it is the economic capital of Morocco, gathering to itself a large percentage of
the businesses and industries that exist in Morocco. Yet, according to Ecochard,
“Casablanca, in the twentieth century, unlike other Moroccan cities, has always known a
vast gap between its organization and tremendous development” (31).
Historically, Casablanca (al-Dār al-Bayḍā’) sprung from a small fishing village of
Anfa67 (which also used to be called Anafé) to become the Moroccan metropolis. Mawlāy
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Of little-known origins, there are three hypotheses as to who founded the city of Anfa, it was either the
Berbers [Amazighs], the Phoenicians, or the Romans (Villes et Tribus Du Maroc 23). In the fourteenth
century, the Portuguese destroyed the city when they decided to punish the audacity of Moroccan pirates
(24). They returned once more and “took possession of the site naming it Casablanca, and holding it until
its destruction by earthquake in 1755. Sometime in the late eighteenth century, the Alawite sultan
Muḥammad Ben Abdallah reconstructed the place, providing it with ramparts, military installations, and a
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‘Abd al-‘Azīz allowed the French to rebuild the small port in 1907,68 and since then the
city was not only the outlet for a fertile Moroccan province; but turned into the base for
resupplying the expeditionary forces (Réginald Le Kann 137). This opened the city to
rapid expansion and the population grew to 20,000. By 1914, write Michael R. T.
Dumper and Bruce E. Stanley, “there were 31,000 foreigners (including 15,000 French,
6,000 Spanish, and 7,000 Italians), 30,000 Muslims, and 9,000 Jews” (115). As a result
of the launching of the new modern port and the establishment of a means of
transportation infrastructure (roads and railroads), there was an explosion in population,
dynamic and rapid development and industrialization processes as well as the evolution
of financial institutions.69
The above progress goes hand in hand with the population explosion, the growth
of the Bidonvilles (slums), and the space management. Casablanca’s segregationist urban
space70 has been dominated by affordable and public housing and bidonvilles (Rachik
84), which contributed to the eruption of social and political conflicts and the widening of
a great economic divide the city has experienced. 71 Casablanca’s urban space has served
as a compelling stage for many Moroccan authors’ imaginary narratives. Among them,
Muḥammad Zafzāf is the city’s author par excellence.

customs house and giving it the Arabic name of al-Dār al-Baydā’, the equivalent of Casablanca, “The
White House.” (Michael R. T. Dumper and Bruce E. Stanley 115).
68
This date marks the beginning of the period (1907–1912) of the invasion of the French preceding the
establishment of the Protectorate in 1912. The port was inaugurated in 1921.
69
For more on the growth of Casablanca, see Miège, Le Maroc et l’Europe, 1830–1894, 4:397–98. As for
the city’s history, see Dumper, Michael R. T. and Bruce E. Stanley, Editors. Cities of the Middle East and
North Africa. Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-CLIO, c2007, and also, Morocco. Direction des affaires
indigènes. Villes et Tribus Du Maroc : Documents Et Renseignements. Paris: H. Champion [etc.], 1915.
70
The segregationist aspect of the city planning was designed by Henri Prost.
71
Examples of such social and political conflicts are, mass protest of June 1981 and that of 1984, and the
terrorist attacks in May 2004.
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Muḥammad Zafzāf, a well-known and highly acclaimed Moroccan writer, was
born in in 1945 in Sūq al-Arbi‛ā’ (Souq Larba), a small town at the crossroads of the
North, East, and West of Morocco, about 50 miles from Kenitra and 150 miles from
Casablanca. After obtaining his high school diploma in Kenitra, he studied at the
Mohammed V University in Rabat, where he enrolled in courses in philosophy but never
finished his studies. Later he moved to Casablanca, where he settled and started a career
as a high school teacher while also working as a freelance writer. Zafzāf’s works include
poetry, novels, translations, and short stories. His work has been translated into many
languages, including English. From his earliest days as a writer, Zafzāf turned his
attention towards the quotidian life of Casablanca and most of his work portrays the
everyday life of city dwellers in Casablanca.
Zafzāf’s writings, particularly his short stories, are significant because they
provide vivid representations of the city and urban daily life. Indeed, his literary works
focuses on urban life as a fabric of Moroccan society. “Within such a framework he
manages to present portraits that blend social misery and injustice, patriarchal society,
and political questioning” (Sryfi and Allen 13).
The reality of the cityspace of Casablanca as an unbeatable urban monster created
in him a desire and a feeling of anger, criticism, and revolt as portrayed in most of his
works. As such, Casablanca in Zafzāf’s work traces the urban changes and their effects
on its inhabitants, daily life and everything in between from poverty to prostitution.
These “social, political and cultural influences … shape, redefine, and enrich his
narrative method” (Sryfi and Allen 11) (original 111).
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Tangier and Casablanca both share a similar status, in that they are more than big
cities. Both played an important role in WWII, and still manage to convey an exotic
aspect. But beyond that both have developed as literary and discursive tropes. For
example, anyone who is interested in learning about the two cities will encounter a
common relationship between Tangier and Paul Bowles on the one hand and on the other
Casablanca and the movie “Casablanca.”72 Accordingly the allure associated with both
cities lies in a series of similarities.

The two cities draw on local imagery; they are often depicted as safe havens
where anyone can make a living and start afresh, taking advantage of the many
opportunities available. However, the portrayal of the two cities is a complex matter,
since both are also depicted as ghouls that devour anyone who dares to venture into them.
While the two cities may be, from a narrative perspective, objects of disdain, the
attraction and potential that they offer also manages to promote images of life in the two
cities as a rewarding experience. They both bring together a myriad of contradictions:
shelter/prison, opportunities/poverty, freedom/control, have/have not.
These dichotomies are clearly reflected in the works of Zafzāf and Shukrī .
Zafzāf writes that the situation of the poor people “is the same in Casablanca. People eat,
sleep and poop in their huts” (12), and goes on to note that the thousands of shantytown
people are all in the service of the city dwellers. Shukrī uses the early pages of al-Khubz
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The classic movie “Casablanca” was inspired by Tangier’s unique atmosphere during the World War II,
“Franco, Nazis, spies and double agents […] bars and cafés.” (Michael R. T. Dumper and Bruce E. Stanley
347)
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al Ḥāfī to offer a description of poor children in Tangier: “I found a child eating from the
trash like me” (10).
The two cities have thus become a battlefield where the economic realities of
daily life have become an ongoing struggle. Casablanca, for example, has become an
attractive hub for local emigration:
La population vient des régions situées au Sud de Casablanca, une
part importante vient du Sud tout court. Ainsi se vérifie en plein
XXe siècle une des constants de l’histoire marocaine : la poussée
ethnique des homes du Sud qui remontent périodiquement vers le
Nord á la recherché de conditions de vie moins dures. Les
poussées de jadis étaient violentes et prenaient une forme de
conquête […] Les migrations d’aujourd’hui sont pacifiques et
inorganisées […] Leurs causes sont purement économiques, encore
que l’attrait de la ville et le desir d’échapper à la pression des
cadres sociaux traditionnels soient des facteurs importants de
l’émigration. (Adam qtd. in Ecochard 37)
The population comes from regions situated in the south of
Casablanca, an important part simply comes from the South. Thus,
one of the constants of 20th century Moroccan history is confirmed:
the ethnic advance of men of the South who periodically go to the
North in search of better conditions of life. The advances of times
passed were violent and took the shape of conquest … Today’s
migrations are pacific and unorganized … Their causes are purely
economic although the lure of the city and the desire to escape the
pressure of traditional social forms have been important factors of
immigration.
A. Adam, in the passage above, provides a vivid description of the exodus from the South
to the North of Morocco and the motivations that led people to embark on the journey,

94

namely the quest for better opportunities and a new life. Modern development and
progress, improvements in transportation and job opportunities have provided the means
and motives for Moroccans from all parts of the country to move to the cities.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
ANALYSIS OF THE CITY IN MOROCCAN NOVEL73

The four novels under study portray two Moroccan cities, Tangier and
Casablanca. They have been selected for their common thematic elements, such as
gender, social classes, poverty, and alienation. Each one represents an aspect of one of
the two cities in terms of the interaction between the space of the city and city dwellers as
well as the responses and reactions that shape the characters’ daily lives. The texts
present a range of protagonists: a young boy in the street of Tangier, a woman negotiating
different places in the city of Tangier, a young man in the void-space of the city of
Casablanca, and another desperate young man who has been lured into immigration but
who keeps criticizing his city through reminiscence. In this corpus, the gravitation of the
characters, daily life, and the lived space is revealed in a range that extends from the
street, the home, and the bar, to memory, thus affecting their interrelationship and
compelling certain reactions in order to reclaim that city space.

73

All the quotes from the four novels are my own translation unless otherwise mentioned.
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The Street as a Thirdspace in Muḥammad Shukrī’s Autobiographical Novel Al-Khubz AlHāfī (For Bread Alone)
We are becoming increasingly aware that we are, and
always have been, intrinsically spatial beings, active
participants in the social construction of our embracing
spatialities.
– Karin Ikas and Gerhard Wagner, Communicating in the
Third Space (49)
In short, space is a practiced place. Thus the street
geometrically defined by urban planning is transformed
into a space by walkers. In the same way, an act of reading
is the space produced by the practice of a particular place:
a written text, i.e., a place constituted by a system of signs.
– Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (117)

INTRODUCTION
Shukrī published his famous autobiographical novel in Arabic, al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī,
in Casablanca in 1982. It tells the story of the author’s forced family migration from the
region of the Rif fleeing, poverty and drought and seeking a better life in the city of
Tangier. Even today it remains a very challenging and controversial novel in Morocco as
well as in the Arab World. It has long been recognized as a shocking “social document,”
one that testifies to the grim realities of the author’s childhood. It was first published in
English by Paul Bowles in 1973 as a biography under the title of For Bread Alone.74
74

Al-Khubz al-Hāfī has been the subject of an ongoing controversy involving Paul Bowles: what was the
original language and Bowles's role in getting the novel published. Ḥassan Baḥrāwī’s Ḥalqat ruwāt Ṭanjah
sheds light on the Moroccan ‘oral’ narrators and their relationship with Paul Bowles. Shukrī told a Spanish
reporter that he would translate it in his head from Arabic into Spanish and then narrate it to Bowles who
would in turn write it in his Spanish and then translate it into English.
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Shukrī comments on al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī as follows, “What I want to say about [al-Khubz
al-Ḥāfī], is that my autobiography was a new genre of writing (true realism), which
shocked many, especially those who were not familiar with such a truth in the Arab
world.” (Ḥassan Aḥmad Bīrīsh [Hassan Ahmad Breich] 11).
On the streets of Tangier, the author/narrator describes the city and his urban
experience. Since all boundaries are thereby crossed, Shukrī uses al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī “as an
autobiography of homeless children” (ibid). His experience in penning this
autobiography was consciously different from that of the more traditional
autobiography.75 “I have not imitated any other writer,” he claimed. He admitted that he
had read autobiographies written in Arabic as well as other languages, such as Rousseau,
Somerset Maugham, Simon de Beauvoir, and others, and noted that al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī is
an accumulation of the literary works he had read, especially those culled from Western
literature.

SHUKRI’S TANGIER AND THIRDSPACE—THE STREET
Since al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī is governed by space76 as it is set in and out of the city of
Tangier, which “cityscape itself acts as a stimulus for memory, as a ‘mnemonic’ device”
(Mark Crinson 5), I will analyze the spatial discourse of the street as an authentic “lived
space” as discussed by Henri Lefebvre to investigate the potential for an active third
space where daily activities are entwined and influence one another and in which
75

Phillip Lejeune’s defines autobiography as a “récit rétrospectif en prose qu’une personne réelle fait de sa
propre existence, lorsqu’elle met l’accent sur sa vie individuelle, en particulier sur l’histoire de sa
personnalité” (14) (a retrospective story in prose that a real person makes of her own existence, when she
highlighted her individual life, in particular the history of her personality).
76
The city of Tangier being a “generative,” to borrow Soja’s term, spatial location that is defined as
political, economic, cultural, administrative, a site for complex city dwellers’ social relations among other
meanings and roles.
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identities are negotiated and constructed. In order to write about the street as a
Thirdspace requires that we address the relationships between the personal and the
different narrative and pictorial modes of representation that are used to portray place and
the individual. Here we take into account Soja’s argument77 that the Thirdspace does not
just merge or exist between two alternatives but actively transforms them by “interjecting
an-Other set of choices,” (5) a journey into both real and imagined places, or what Soja
terms as “firstspace” and “secondspace,” the first being “a perspective that is focused on
the ‘real’ material world [and the second], one that interprets this reality through
‘imagined’ representations of spatiality” (6). This chapter proposes that Shukrī’s goal in
recalling his street life is to reconfigure Tangier’s space by constructing a new spatial
dynamics capable of freeing his memories, writing space, and individual movement.
Shukrī writes:
 ﻋﺒﺮ ﻣﺎ، ﻋﺒﺮ اﻷزﻗﺔ و اﻟﺬﻛﺮﯾﺎت، ﻛﺎﻟﺴﺎﺋﺮ ﻧﺎﺋﻤﺎ،ھﺎ أﻧﺬا ﺳﺄﻋﻮد ﻷﺟﻮس
 ﻛﻠﻤﺎت و اﺳﺘﯿﮭﺎﻣﺎت و ﻧﺪوب ﻻ... ﺧﻄﻄﺘﮫ ﻋﻦ "ﺣﯿﺎﺗﻲ" اﻟﻤﺎﺿﯿﺔ ـ اﻟﺤﺎﺿﺮة
(7) .ﯾﻠﺌﻤﮭﺎ اﻟﻘﻮل
And here I am prowling, like a somnambulant, around the alleys
and memories, through what I have planned for past-present “my
life” … words, confusions, and scars no language would mend.
Shukrī’s Muḥammad then embarks on a journey that requires an engagement with
such a place both physically and mentally, continuously creating and recreating it. In
Thirdspace, Edward Soja describes this act of engagement, calling it the “trialectics of
spatiality” … “not just a triple dialectic but also a mode of dialectical reasoning that is
more inherently spatial” (10). Places like the brothel, the café or the park are open/closed
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Discussed earlier in Chapter One, pg. 23.
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spaces, but the interesting thing about such places is that they are both the space that the
‘shrewd’ has occupied and the space for the generation of new identities.
The character/narrator Muḥammad lives in the street as the place where freedom,
individuality and safety are denied and a struggle is necessary to regain them as part of
identity formation. He experiences the street from an internal/external point of view.
Moreover, Shukrī suggests that the street itself is a lived reality that one must overcome
in order to attain his subjectivity. The street as a Thirdspace in Shukrī’s narrative
functions as signifier of a collective place of becoming, and a place of new identity
formation. According to Lefebvre,
Every space is already in place before the appearance in it of
actors· these actors are collective as well as individual subjects
inasmuch as the individuals are always members of groups or
classes seeking to appropriate the space in question. This preexistence of space conditions the subject’s presence, action and
discourse, his competence and performance; yet the subject’s
presence, action and discourse, at the same time as they presuppose
this space, also negate it. (67)
The representation of the street as the first physical space that the child
Muḥammad encounters, engages with and recreates for himself helps us to rethink social
spaces. It is a space where the “relations of power and discipline are inscribed into the
apparently innocent spatiality of social life” (Soja 1996, 6). Bearing in mind the
traditional Moroccan use of and for the street, which had always assimilated difference
and promoted safety and security, especially to the children who were collectively
protected and brought up, Muḥammad Shukrī’s street is portrayed in a completely
different way. Jane Jacobs (1961), wrote that the destruction of the street and
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neighborhoods “led to the disappearance of many acquired characteristics of city life—or,
rather, characteristics assumed to have been permanently acquired: security, social
contact, facility of child-rearing, diversity of relationships, and so on.” (qtd. in Lefebvre
1991, 364).
An analysis of Shukrī’s narrative, framed by the street and his strategies of
mapping it, shows that al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī presents those subjects who are cast to the
margins in the street, which conditions their presence, action and discourse, yet is negated
by them as well. In 1982 Shukrī wrote in his introduction to al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī that,
ّ  ﻻ ﯾﻤﻜﻦ أن ﻧﻮاﺟﮭﮭﺎ إ، ﻟﻌﺒﺔ ﻣﻤﯿﺘﺔ ھﻲ،ﻻ ﺗﻨﺴﻮا أن "ﻟﻌﺒﺔ اﻟﺰﻣﻦ" أﻗﻮى ﻣﻨﺎ
ﻻ
أن ﻧﺮﻗﺾ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺣﺒﺎل اﻟﻤﺨﺎطﺮة ﻧﺸﺪاﻧﺎ...،ﺑﺄن ﻧﻌﯿﺶ اﻟﻤﻮت اﻟﺴﺎﺑﻖ ﻟﻤﻮﺗﻨﺎ
(8).ﻟﻠﺤﯿﺎة
never forget that “the game of the times” is stronger than we are, a
deadly game it is, we cannot face it except by living the death prior
to our death, … by dancing on the rope of danger seeking life.
By reimagining the street, this “lived space,” which Henri Lefebvre describes as “a
concrete, subjective one” (1991, 362), to embrace the fight for the self and identity, alKhubz al-Hāfī reveals itself ultimately as a constructive work of social crisis that
reinvents clearly the conditions under colonialism and after. Shukrī illustrates his
discontent with the situation in the Northern part of Morocco and Morocco in general and
the loss of identity:
 اﻟﻌﻤﻞ ﻗﺎس ﻓﻲ اﻷوراش و اﻷﺟﻮر.ﺣﯿﺎﻧﺘﺎ ھﻨﺎك ﻓﻲ اﻟﻤﺪن اﻟﺸﻤﺎﻟﯿﺔ ﺑﺎﺋﺴﺔ
(54) . اﻟﺘﻘﺤﺒﯿﻦ ﻓﻲ ﻛﻞ ﻣﻜﺎن.ھﺰﯾﻠﺔ
 ﻟﺴﻨﺎ ﻣﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ.ھﺬا ﯾﺤﺪث ﺑﺴﺒﺐ اﻟﺨﻤﺮ و اﻟﻨﺴﺎء ﻓﻲ ﺑﻠﺪ ﻣﺴﻠﻢ ﯾﺤﻜﻤﮫ اﻟﻨﺼﺎرى
.(185) .و ﻟﺴﻨﺎ ﻧﺼﺎرى
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Our life there in the North is miserable. Work is tough in shops
and the salaries are meager. Prostitution is everywhere.
This is happening because of drinking and women in a Muslim
country ruled by Christians. We are neither Muslim nor
Christians.

SHUKRI’S CITYSPACE
As already noted, al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī traces Muḥammad’s movement as his family
emigrated from the drought stricken region of the Rif to search for a better life in the city
of Tangier. “Stop crying,” says Muḥammad’s mother, “we’ll move to Tangier where
bread is abundant. You won’t cry for bread when we reach Tangier” (9), reassuring the
child of the existence of a better location, the city/dream; and through this act of
emigration Shukrī reminds the reader of the potential of reinventing spaces, expanding
opportunities and creating from them a new and expanded sense of home within. While
the new city dwellers who sought refuge in Tangier from poverty and hunger are given an
illusion of living, they are actually lured. Simultaneously, Tangier has produced
differences, racism and segregation, and economic conflicts between the “locals,” the
ones who emigrated there first within its borders, and the new-comers. Shukrī writes,
trying to redefine the street dwellers:
ﺑﯿﻨﻲ و ﺑﯿﻦ أطﻔﺎل اﻟﺤﻲ ﻓﻮارق ﺗﺠﻌﻠﻨﻲ أﺣﺲ أﻧﻲ أﻗﻞ ﻣﻨﮭﻢ رﻏﻢ أن ﺑﻌﻀﮭﻢ
 ﯾﺸﺘﺮك ﻣﻌﮫ، اﻟﻄﻔﻞ "اﻟﺠﻠﺒﻲ" اﻟﻮاﻓﺪ ﻣﺜﻞ اﻟﺮﯾﻔﻲ ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﻤﺪﯾﻨﺔ... ﺑﺎﺋﺲ ﻣﺜﻠﻲ
(18–9) . ﻟﻜﻨﮫ ﻻ ﯾﻌّﯿﺮ ﻣﺜﻞ اﻟﺮﯾﻔﻲ،ﻓﻲ ھﺬا اﻹﺣﺘﻘﺎر
There are distinctions between me and the other children of the
neighborhood that make me feel less than they even though some
of them are as miserable as I am … both the child from the
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mountains and the one from the Rif are despised but the first is not
subject to insults like the latter.
The reader is led by Muḥammad through a myriad of places and locations (that
become endowed with personal values and filled with memories, sensations, images,
smells and sounds) as he roams, negotiates and interacts with the street, in this city/maze
as he calls it when he says:
(115) . ﻋﻠﻰ ﻣﻔﻠﺲ ﻣﺜﻠﻲ. ﻓﻲ ھﺬه اﻟﻤﺪﯾﻨﺔ اﻟﻤﺘﺎھﺔ،ﯾﺠﺐ أن أﻋﺜﺮ
I must find, in this city puzzle, an impecunious person like me.
His trajectory/memory to and from different locations and places passes through the
street, which he encounters, engages with and re-imagines for himself and which
provides a sense of place he felt in the city as he writes: “I roamed the city. It looked
wild to me. I was attracted to its main street” (60). By associating the street with the
city/memory, Muḥammad Shukrī, through the child Muḥammad, takes spatial
imagination beyond all binarisms (the dichotomy of perceived and conceived space) to
include experiencing the street not as an observer but rather from an internal/external
point of view. As Soja puts it, “The created spatiality of social life had to be seen as
simultaneously contingent and conditioning, as both an outcome and a medium for the
making of history” (58). The street frames the narrative; the child Muḥammad cautiously
leaves home for the nearby street, then little by little takes chances discovering the rest of
the streetspace that the protagonist inhabits in his new imposed city:
 وﺣﯿﺪا أو ﺻﺤﺒﺔ أطﻔﺎل: أذھﺐ اﺑﻌﺪ ﻣﻦ ﺣﯿﻨﺎ، أﺣﯿﺎﻧﺎ،ﺑﻌﺪ ھﺬا اﻻﻛﺘﺸﺎف ﺻﺮت
(11) .اﻟﻤﺰاﺑﻞ
After this discovery I have, sometimes, gone further than our
neighborhood: alone or in the company of the trash children.
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He nds up mapping this new space and expanding it further by creating his own
topography of Tangier and reinventing the street as whole night/day life scenes—cafés
(café si Muh), brothels (Sanya brothel), drugs and alcohol—as well as a space for
begging, stealing, homelessness and sexual abuse.
Stuck in Tangier, between his ruthless father and the savage life on the streets, the
young narrator does his best to survive the urban experience. As Shukrī reflects on his
childhood, his “message of protest” culminates in an autobiography that details the
horrific experience of “homeless children,” in a desire to defend a stolen childhood and
classless people. The urban experience described in al-Khubz al Ḥāfī is tough; every city
dweller has to fight for a piece of this unmerciful place. By now the city has been
significantly enlarged, and has become a destination for everyone. Newcomers from
regions neighboring the city come swarming in, trying desperately to escape hunger,
unemployment, and the harsh life of the countryside.
The city of Tangier, Shukrī reminds the reader, is not the city of dreams that his
mother promised him, a place where bread is abundant, people eat their fill, and nobody
cries because of hunger, while local bourgeois and colonial families are wealthy and well
established, a point made clear in his description of the trash bin:
. زﺑﻞ اﻟﻨﺼﺎرى أﺣﺴﻦ ﻣﻦ زﺑﻞ اﻟﻤﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ.ﻣﺰاﺑﻞ اﻟﻤﺪﯾﻨﺔ أﺣﺴﻦ ﻣﻦ ﻣﺰاﺑﻞ ﺣﯿﻨﺎ
(10)
The city trash is better than our neighborhood’s. The Nazarenes’
(Christians’) trash is better than the Muslim’s.
Because of hunger, the protagonist is forced to roam away from his own space into a new
one, where he can forage for food. Just as Shukrī constructs a binary between Muslim
and Spanish trash piled in the street, he distinguishes between two types of people who
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share the same the street. The street also becomes the field where nationalist “unrest in
the other parts of Morocco were making themselves felt in Tangier as well” (Harter 119).
This image is described in chapter nine, where Shukrī gives a vivid portrayal of what
happens in the street during the commemoration of March 30, that being the date in 1912
when ‘Abd al-Ḥāfiẓ, the Moroccan sultan, signed the Treaty of Fez, an event that led to
the famous Moroccan army mutiny against the French in Fez beginning on April 17,
1912.78 As a hybrid space the street is where the protagonist lives all the contradictions
imposed by colonization and changes, namely the inability to create a space where local
people could strive and build their own identity since they had not been the creators of
this change. Yet these tensions and contradictions soon disappear in the street when the
street dwellers face a different enemy—the colonizers in the scene where Shukrī
describes the attempted revolt (118-129).

Thus, Shukrī writes his own fortunes in Tangier, foreshadows a story in which the
street is not just a background, but a major player and a significant element, a place
where the young character Muḥammad learns to understand it in all its different
manifestations through his struggle to survive it, both in and out of it. Shukrī’s novel

78

This scene commemorates the rioting that took place in Tangier in protest against the Treaty of Fez, which
gave France her protectorate over Morocco, an act of protest against French colonization that would lead to
economic, cultural and later linguistic dominance over the rest of the nation. Edmund Burke writes in
Prelude to Protectorate in Morocco, “The signing of the protectorate treaty and the ensuing deterioration of
the political climate at Fez coincided with a French decision to press ahead with the drastic reform of the
makhzan army. The execution of this decision provoked a mutiny of the makhzan troops at Fez on April 17,
which in turn soon led to an insurrection of the popular classes against the French. The intersection of these
two crises, one general, the other confined to the army, thus lies at the roots of the sudden reemergence of
Moroccan resistance in the spring of 1912. In order to more fully understand the reasons for the Fez mutiny,
it is necessary to explore the circumstances of the French decision to reform the Moroccan army at such a
critical juncture and to investigate the manner by which French officers at Fez sought to implement their
program for change.” (183)
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becomes a novel about Tangier the city, its topography, places, buildings and
architecture. By retracing Muḥammad’s footsteps, the reader is able to discover the city
and the people who populate the streets and the changes that have occurred in Tangier.

AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND THE CITY
What characterizes Shukrī’s al-Khubz al-Hāfī is his unveiling of the esthetic side
of the protagonist’s underworld, where the living conditions of the people inhabiting it
are wretched, of Tangier’s street and old city alleyways, where the young Muḥammad
has lived, slept and eaten. Muḥammad has been driven to scavenge, hide and struggle.
He admits that he has stolen, smoked kif, drunk, and slept with prostitutes—common
practice among most street children whose families have been forced to move to Tangier.
Muḥammad knows what’s wrong and what’s right, yet the city-space and the survival
instinct have dictated his behavior. Bīrīsh writes, “[Shukrī] was bold enough to uncover
the `secret geography’ of the marginalized class” (65). In this light, the city of Tangier in
Shukrī’s al-Khubz al-Hāfī becomes a microcosm. The narrative of space in fiction
highlights what Hugh A. Harter said about the city. “It was Tangier, primarily, that was
the catalyst and the focal point of the writings that were to introduce a new literary style
and consciousness” (113). Autobiographical narratives such as these, “complex cultural
products which form part of the ways in which we talk about ourselves” (Westwood,
Sallie and John Williams 12), constitute an invitation to explore how the city is
represented in Moroccan literature.
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Al-Khubz al-Hāfī epitomizes a geographic fluidity and physical movement, one
that cuts and destroys all ties with the protagonist’s traditional family and community
which cement and manage relationships. Muḥammad’s move from the countryside (the
Rif) to the city marks the beginning of a nightmare in the street where he wages struggle
for survival. Shukrī’s most common description of Tangier is as a “savage city,” as, for
example, when he notes in his interview with Ḥassan Aḥmad Bīrīsh, “my writing is an
attempt at rehabilitation of the self, of the class I belong to, that of the homeless and
deprived” (29). While the text portrays the street as a “safe haven” that provides a place
of safety from the tyranny of the father who killed Muḥammad’s brother and threatened
to kill him too, the following quotations describe how the author feels about the street:
(72) .أﺳﺘﻤﺘﻊ ﺑﺎﻟﻨﻮم ﻓﻲ اﻟﺪروب ﺻﺤﺒﺔ اﻟﻤﺘﺸﺮدﯾﻦ أو ﻟﻮﺣﺪي
I enjoy sleeping in the alleyways in the company of other homeless
children or alone.
(49) .أﻧﺎم ﻓﻲ اﻟﺪروب أﻛﺜﺮ ﻣﻤﺎ أﻧﺎم ﻓﻲ اﻟﻤﻨﺰل
I sleep in the street more than I do in the house.
It also describes the street as a battlefield where the stronger survives as he writes:
(122) . ﻛﻨﺖ ﻣﺘﺤﻤﺴﺎ ﻻﺳﺘﻌﻤﺎﻟﮭﺎ.ﻛﺎن ﻓﻲ ﺟﯿﺒﻲ ﻣﻘﺸﻂ و ﺷﻔﺮﺗﺎن ﻟﻠﺤﻼﻗﺔ
In my pocket was a scraper and a pair of razor blades. I was eager
to use them.
Shukrī thus produces a social document of the [Moroccan] period between 1942
and 1956 and a message of protestation, where the “[w]riter and subject, self and
character, are perilously close, and critical assessments will vary as to the final success of
the distancing” (David J. Gordon 105). In David Shield’s book, Reality Hunger, he
writes, “All writing is autobiography: everything that you write, including criticism and
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fiction, writes you as you write it.” (David Shields 153) Indeed, for Aḥmad Yabūrī,
Muḥammad Shukrī’s al-Khubz al-Hāfī is “artistically and intellectually complex and has
a specific structure that reflects diverse visions of reality, history, and the self” (Aḥmad
al-Yabūrī 9). Al-Khubz al-Hāfī—an unfamiliar autobiography—an autobiography that
begins an unusual narration of the self previously unknown in the Arab literary
heritage—bears witness/testimony to the street life of a child and epitomizes a grim
reality of modern Moroccan society in the making. For Muḥammad and the other street
children, they “were devoid of any human value, their status was distraught, unethical,
their reality very miserable and low, and their life was a trade” (Breich 11) subject to
aggressive physical and sexual assaults.
In Shukrī fī al-Riwāyah al-Maghribiyyah, (Shukri in the Moroccan Novel)
Muḥammad Ibn ‘Īsā (Mohammed Benaissa) says about Shukrī, “he is one of the few who
belong with James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, and Kundera” (4). Shukrī’s autobiography
marks a breaking away from the established pattern. In contrast with Benaissa and all
those who have celebrated him, Shukrī has also been criticized as being an offensive and
pornographic author. His novel al-Khubz al-Hāfī was censured in Morocco, and later
there was an episode at the American University in Cairo, which Shukrī describes as an
act of “settling accounts” between teachers (21).79 Therefore, despite Shukrī’s position as
a controversial literary figure, he is also the first Moroccan author to use autobiography
in a different way in Bakhtin’s terms “as a piece of art” (331). Shukrī’s autobiography
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For more on the debate that spread at the American University of Cairo over the banning of Shukri’s alKhubz al-Hāfī when Professor Samia Mehrez decided to add the novel to her reading list, see Judith
Gabriel, “Mohammed Shukri’s ‘The Plain Bread’ is Target of Hostile Press, Academic Furor in Egypt.” Al
Jadid, Vol. 5, No. 26 (Winter 1999): http://www.aljadid.com/content/mohammed-shukris-‘-plain-breadtarget-hostile-press-academic-furor-egypt
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surpasses the social and political “taboo” imposed on the Arab writer (Benaissa 75) since
it unveils the unspoken in a society controlled by silence and secrecy.
What makes Shukrī’s autobiography so fascinating is that the street reveals
instead the fractures and contradictions of society, in particular regarding its occupation
and nationalist fight for independence. “Spatial practice regulates life—it does not create
it” (385), writes Lefebvre. Important social issues such as inequality, poverty, misery
and violence are portrayed in this lived space that “bears the stamp of [a] conflict” (362).
In al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī, home is depicted as devoid of safety, security and care while the
street is equated with them, and the in/out of the street survival experiences shape the
protagonist who refuses seclusion and resists isolation by taking in the street. Both home
and the street represent Tangier, the wild city, and in a broader sense Morocco. Tangier
represents the outcome of colonialism and the sudden political and economic changes;
Shukrī does not portray a contented person in the “city dream.” In fact, he lives in the
street with other characters fighting for survival. The act of becoming street wise allows
the protagonist to expand in the space he inhabits as well as in new spaces, and to protect
himself and reclaim the street as well.
In al-Khubz al-Ḥāfī, Shukrī uses a realism to depict the endless roaming aspect of
his life in and out of Tangier, converging through the most important space of the city,
the street. By creating an “imaginary” narrative about the street, Muḥammad Shukrī
creates interplay between a sense of place and a sense of self. This novel can be read as
Shukrī’s attempt to portray and change the street from a place of struggle, hardship and
absent and denied identity to a place of living. In this way, he recreates the street as a
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productive place of new identity construction for those who refuse to be cast in the
margin of society.
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Negotiating Space: Reclaiming the Spatial Gender Boundaries of Tangier in Muḥammad
Shukrī’s Autobiographical Novel Wujūh (Faces)
The inauguration of an enormous brothel was celebrated
with a public reception (26 September 1925); it was a
municipal event!
– Jacques Berque
On meurt pour des lieux, on les quitte, on s'en invente. On
tisse avec eux des liens multiples, complexes,
contradictoires qui révèlent souvent la géographie d'un
temps, l’histoire d'un territoire, sa propre singularité!
– Marie-Haude Caraes and Jean Fernandez

TANGIER: WOMEN AND THE CITY
What is the place of women in the city? How does the construction of gender
relations and women’s identity formation come to play in the spatial organization of the
social relations in the city?
In this chapter, I explore gender and its relation to place, which for many
geographers, “represents a distinctive (and more-or-less bounded) type of space that is
defined by (and constructed in terms of) the lived experience of people” (Hubbard et al
5). Edward Soja would characterize “place” as a space that we should, “question in new
ways that are aimed at opening up and expanding the scope and critical sensibility of
[our] already established spatial or geographical imagination” (2). Such a scope covers a
variety of attitudes toward place. I suggest that there is a link between a place and the
construction of gendered identity. How does space influence women’s behaviors? How

111

do women navigate the space of the city and influence it as well? According to Sadiqi,
women’s identity is continually constructed within a socio-cultural interaction that
influences them (1). Similarly in Tangier, a site of conflicts over gender, women have
learned to navigate the cityscape, transforming the setting into a battleground for survival
in a rapidly changing society.
A close examination of Muḥammad Shukrī’s novel Wujūh (Faces 2000), the third
part of his autobiographical trilogy, demonstrates this claim as it relates to the social
space of Tangier and the women who inhabit it. Keeping in mind the historical nature of
Tangier as a colony, a city, previously international and later independent Moroccan, this
autobiographical novel sheds light on this city, which “represents a space of liberation”
(Gary Bridge and Sophie Watson 11). The process of reading this novel with an eye to
its spatial elements sheds light on the psychological and sociological impact of the city on
women and serves to illustrate how women, who have always viewed Tangier as a space
of possibilities, use different economic strategies and mix with men in order to construct
their identities, survive and make a living.
In Postmodern Geographies, Soja prompts the reader to be aware of, “how space
can be made to hide consequences from us [that are] inscribed into the apparently
innocent spatiality of social life” (6). The predicament of poverty has necessitated an
alternative scenario for Moroccan society, leading women to resort to the alteration of the
way they are supposed to be and live and by the same token to contribute to the
transformation of society. Relevant here is Soja’s statement that the modern city is,
“earmarked by the resistance from exploited classes, from oppressed subjects, and from
dominated women.” (71)
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Following Soja’s statement, Wujūh, one of the central themes of which concerns
women’s status in Tangier, examines the city’s real and imagined spatial scope and their
impact. Over the years, many women have been drawn to Tangier to work in the sex
market and have blended with this new, attractive space where all social and cultural ties
have been broken. This urban space has lured women seeking anonymity and allowed
them a chance to construct a new identity for themselves. But as the city has grown and
spread, it has gradually turned into a place for oppression and exploitation, especially of
women, becoming a challenge to the people who live there. The growth of the city’s
population, particularly of women and those looking for work, has had a significant effect
on the infrastructure and the social and cultural construct of the city. Female
immigration, a process of “invasion”80 that later leads to assimilation and adjustment, if
not to a counter-immigration, has particularly disrupted and transformed families and
communities; these shifting geographies emphasize the effects of space and place on
identity.
In Shukrī’s Wujūh, Tangier specifically represents prostitution, while prostitution
at the same time maps Tangier in its image. The mapping of the city expands to serve
this growing enterprise and make it easy and available, through the establishment of bars,
hotels and other related venues. As a result, this shift opens the door for women to seek
this new space in search of a fresh identity. Women’s survival strategies in such adverse
space turn out to be a fight for le droit à la ville (the right to the city), which Henri
Lefebvre describes as “a cry and demand” (158). 81 According to Don Mitchel, in order
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I have borrowed this description of immigration as “invasion” from Mark Boyle’s Human Geographies.
In his book entitled Le droit à la ville, Lefebvre “combined the right to the city with what he called the
right to difference, the right to be different as a means of challenging the controlling forces of
81
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to tame it, “such a right must entail also the right to inhabit, to appropriate, and to
control” (9). As Lefebvre notes:
The right to the city manifests itself as a superior form of rights: rights to
freedom, to individualization in socialization, to habitat and to inhabit.
(173)
The portrait of Moroccan women who are rarely to be seen even in the alleys of
Tangier (Shukrī 50), except, that is, for prostitutes who have migrated to the dream-city,
reflects the subjection that they suffer at the hands of the men in their lives (fathers,
brothers, and husbands), rendering them invisible in this patriarchal space that hides
women. For Homi Bhabha, as a result to this imposed status “there is a negotiation
between gender and class, where each formation encounters the displaced, differentiated
boundaries of its group representation and enunciative sites [of conflicts].” (28)
“For women,” write Warf and Arias in The Spatial Turn, “dangers are encoded as
victimization or prostitution” (107). The prostitution effect that the city image has on
women, who for one reason or another have decided to relocate there, evokes powerful
images—lust, drugs, gangs, and destitution, for example, among many others. These
images continue to shape Tangier’s literary and artistic representations. No matter what
other representations Tangier might project, it is still the “international” city, and the
fragmented city, the gateway to Europe, and the city of expatriates. Most importantly,
however, Tangier remains a profane city. As Shukrī writes describing night in Tangier
on the opening page of Wujūh:

homogenization, fragmentation, and uneven development imposed by the state, the market, and the
bureaucracy working together to foster mass consumerism and heightened social control.” (99)
114

ﺣﺘﻰ ﻟﯿﻞ طﻨﺠﺔ اﻟﺬي ﻛﺎن ﺑﺎﻷﻣﺲ اﻟﻘﺮﯾﺐ ﯾﺤﺘﻔﻆ ﺑﺒﻌﺾ ﺷﺒﺎﺑﮫ وﺷﻲء ﻣﻦ روح ﺟﻤﺎﻟﮫ
(7) . ﻗﺒﯿﺤﺎ وﻣﻠﻄﺨﺎ ﺑﺎﻟﺒﺮاز، ﻣﺘﺮھﻼ،أﺻﺒﺢ اﻟﯿﻮم ھﺮﻣﺎ
Even night in Tangier, something that in the recent past managed
to preserve some of its youthfulness and the essence of its beauty,
has today turned into something aged, flabby, disgusting and
plastered with shit.
In Wujūh, the author situates the story in contemporary Tangier—an “aggregate of
interacting social parts” (Urszula Terentowicz-Fotyga 305) which is also, as Griselda
Pollock notes, “both covetous and erotic” (qtd in Thacker 83). He presents images of
women who live in the city and portrays their struggles in negotiating its urban space as
expressed in their everyday practices through repressive structures that reinforce
“women’s exclusion from the enjoyment of public space and the pleasures of the city”
(Warf and Arias 111). These struggles influence their behavior, inspire women’s dreams
and intensify their decisions through demands and opportunities (David James 1). The
novel consists of moments of reminiscence centered on the many faces that the
author/narrator has met in Tangier. Shukrī’s memories of the women whom he
encounters in Tangier reveal an intense awareness of the social changes that have
affected the cityspace of Tangier, which in turn has affected the city dwellers’ decisions
regarding lifestyles.
The city, “where the body is the feast” (Shukrī 14), has witnessed social,
economic and political shifts, which have resulted in inequality and marginalization of
the local people, both those already residing in the city and new arrivals. Such shifts
have altered the city’s cultural characteristics (Marie-Haude Caraes and Jean Fernandez
311) and disrupted the dichotomy of public and private space, a phenomenon that was
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previously in some kind of enforced “harmonious” balance in a hierarchical social
structure. The city is repeatedly described as a place of loss. Wujūh makes use of a
narrative describing the changing social and cultural space of the city, where women are
victims, in order to reiterate a discourse that portrays Tangier as a place of both
modernity and social corruption. Tangier, a city famous for its contradictions and lack of
stability, is painted as a microcosm of the conflicts of an entire society where a large
minority of the population is excluded from public life, namely its women. In Rebel
Cities, David Harvey expands on the meaning of the right to the city to include that, “It
is, moreover, a collective rather than an individual right, since reinventing the city
inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the processes of
urbanization.” (4) This applies to women in particular, as a collective group that have
suffered from the effects of urbanization on the making and development of their
identities.

TANGIER AS A GENDERED MAZE
In Wujūh, the interaction between gender and various city spaces in which
the fictional female characters dwell raises questions regarding the depictions of
the bar, the home, and the street; it reveals their struggles and changing identities,
“to claim some kind of shaping power over the processes of urbanization, over the
ways in which […] cities are made and remade, and to do so in a fundamental and
radical way.” (Harvey 5)
The characters whom Shukrī depicts in Wujūh are mostly females—female
representations of the city of Tangier. These female characters are almost all presented
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as “threatening” to social and cultural traditions, thus turning the city into a negative
construct. The women whom the reader encounters are Fatima (Fāṭimah),82 the beautiful
barmaid/prostitute and adopted daughter of Lala Shafya; Lala Shafya herself, the fiftyyear-old who has had multiple roles in her own life (a prostitute for most of her life, a
highly respected pimp as she has grown older, and still later a maid in houses or cafés in
order to support herself and the three girls that she has adopted); and Yasmine and Layla,
Lala Shafya’s other adopted daughters—students who will later also become prostitutes.
Lala Shafya has adopted Fatima when the latter’s mother, Nezha, a prostitute in a
Larache brothel before it is closed after independence, accidentally becomes pregnant
with her and brings her to Lala Shafya at the age of four or five (14). Fatima’s mother,
Nezha, like other mothers, has immigrated to other cities in Morocco or abroad and has
never returned. When Nezha’s Spanish boyfriend discovers that she has been cheating on
him with a young Moroccan man, he kills her. Lala Shafya, who has struggled to raise
the girls she has adopted, is to foreshadow Fatima’s eventual fate unless the latter
manages to discover a different path.
Other foreign as well as local women whom the reader meets represent different
types in different city spaces. Here however, I will focus on only one main character—
Fatima, or “Fati (Fāṭī)” as Shukrī loves to call her. The other female characters whom
Shukrī mentions are Malika, the novice prostitute; Ḥalīma (Halima), the childish woman
who is preying on the war-maimed al-Hadi in order to marry him for his military pension;
Otillia, the anorexic woman; Alfonsina, Ricardo’s83 tyrannical mother; Rosalia, the hard-
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Fatima, here, is representative of women’s struggling against a gendered space in the city of Tangier.
Ricardo, one of the faces that Shukrī recalls, is a descendent of early Spanish settlers, from his mother’s
side, who came to Tangier two years before the beginning of the twentieth century. Shukrī writes that
83
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hearted grandmother; Candida, Ricardo’s young sister; a nameless Moroccan child-maid;
Dominique, Papa Dady’s strict wife; Eastern European Jewish, Andalusian, French and
Moroccan prostitutes; Majda or Magdalina or Umm al-Khayr, the multi-faceted woman;
and Aicha al-Majdubiyah, the crazy homeless lady. Tales of these women are scattered
throughout the novel, from the introduction of Fatima at the beginning of the story to the
ending when she leaves the city. The reader learns that, while the women are navigating
the space and places of the city of Tangier without fear or hesitation, the negotiation with
the city of Tangier that each one undertakes involves a different form and strategy.

TANGIER: THE LURE OF A CITY
Wujūh presents an individual tragedy as Fatima moves from Larache (where she
drops out of high school, followed by two additional relocations to Denmark and Spain)
to Tangier, “this paradise of which only an illusion remains, its past ” (8). The novel
maps out Fatima’s life from the time when her body becomes ready to be used by those
who would drool over it; she has promised to use her body to care for her family in place
of Lala Shafya’s. Fatima has embarked upon a life of prostitution since it is the only
option for her, a last resort. Like anyone else, she has had her own dreams, yet she is
forced to support her family; and her beauty is her treasure. Fati asserts that she is just
trying to survive. Her unsettling life portrays not only a society's failure to protect and
care for its women, but also women’s struggle to negotiate Tangier’s urban space through
their daily activities as they move through several settings. “The city is particularly
associated with women’s seduction into prostitution” (Warf and Aria 113). Fati’s story is

Ricardo’s grandfather on his mother’s side was the first person to start a modern bakery outside of the city
of Tangier when its gates used to close in the evening. (49)
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not new, recalling from a broader fictional perspective as it does characters such as
Fantine (Les Miserables, Victor Hugo,1862), Gervaise (L’Assomoir, Emile Zola,1877),
Juliette (L’Histoire de Juliette, ou les prosperites du vice [Juliette, or Vice Ampty
Rewarded], Marquis de Sade, 1799), Moll Flanders (Moll Flanders, Daniel Defoe 1722),
Nana, (Nana, Emile Zola, (1880), Sonia (Sofya Semyonovna Marmeladov) (Crime and
Punishment, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 1866), and Tristessa (Tristessa, Jack Kerouac 1960),
among many other female fictional characters who face similar situations.
A further factor that has an impact upon Fati’s life is an economic crisis, one that
is to have a major impact on the city, its contraband leaders, and its city officials (Shukrī
76). In Wujūh Shukrī observes that: “The sewage in the poor neighborhood has
overflowed, but the stench has made its way as far as the rich neighborhood” (ibid). As
part of this process of change Fati loses her job at the Granada Bar, a venue that has
already begun to lose revenue and has subsequently been converted into a huge, luxurious
café.
Every day, Fati inhabits different social contexts throughout the space of
Tangier—the bar where she works, the street that she shares with men, and the beach
where she discovers herself. These are locations that she negotiates, constructing and
renewing her own identity as she does so. Her response to such patriarchal challenges
involves the adoption of strategies that will inevitably threaten the role played by men.
Since such spaces are controlled by men and involve the different values and norms for
which they stand, such an endeavor demands a great deal from a woman like Fati.
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GRANADA’S BAR
The bar is the place where Fati turns into a poet; where, during her chatter with
ignorant drunkards, she quotes from classical and modern Arabic poetry, whereas other
barmaids and prostitutes only refer to their sad past. This male-female relationship
reflects a power conflict since, “gender, being a power relation, has to be negotiated and
renegotiated, rather than accepted passively as if it were a human trait” (Kenneth
MacKinnon 2003, 4). In Fati’s case and her position in society, she has to adopt a marker
of maleness because she is in a masculine space, the bar. In the novel, the bar is where
“men congregate, discuss public events, and act out masculine identities” (Mona Domosh
and Joni Seager 81), thus revealing and exposing social issues such as family
dysfunction, pedophilia, drugs, and so on. Men often use the space represented by the
bar in order to re-establish and recreate their own lost identity, all at the expense of those
women who are available to satisfy their sexual demands at a price. Lefebvre writes that,
despite the fact that women suffer as the result of certain types of work, they are “less
likely than men to be stultified by the specialization and fragmentation of labour” (22223).
At the Granada bar, Fati struggles to maintain and strengthen an identity that
gives her some sort of security, while at the same time doing her best to navigate this
male-dominated space. Her struggle involves an attempt to survive among the males who
frequent the bar in a search for the authority that they have lost either at home or in the
street. Fati finds some consolation for herself when the men who come to the Granada
bar, dissolve in a moment of weakness:
أﺑﻨﺎء اﻟﺰاﻧﯿﺎت ھﺆﻻء ﯾﺸﮭﻘﻮن أﻣﺎﻣﮭﺎ ﻓﻲ ﺻﻤﺖ وھﻢ ﯾﺤﻜﻮن ﻟﮭﺎ ﻋﻦ ﻣﺒﺎذاھﻢ اﻟﺒﺎﺋﺴﺔ وھﻲ
 أﻣﺎم ﻏﻮرﯾﻼ ﺧﺎﻧﮫ اﻟﺤﻆ ﯾﻮﻣﮫ ﻓﺠﺎء إﻟﻰ اﻟﺤﺎﻧﺔ..ﺗﺘﻈﺎھﺮ ﺑﺈﻧﺼﺎﺗﮭﺎ إﻟﻰ ﺛﺮﺛﺮاﺗﮭﻢ اﻟﺤﻤﻘﺎء
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 إﻧﮫ ﯾﺸﺘﮭﻲ أن ﯾﺘﺴﻠﻰ ﻣﻌﮭﺎ ھﻲ ﺑﺎﻟﺬات ﻋﻠﻰ ھﻮاء.واﻟﺠﺮﯾﻤﺔ ﺗﺮﻗﺺ ﻓﻲ ﻋﯿﻨﯿﮫ ﺑﺠﻨﻮن
(10) .وإﻻ ھﺸﻢ ﻟﮭﺎ وﺟﮭﮭﺎ ﺑﻠﻜﻤﺔ أو ﯾﺸﺮط ﻟﮭﺎ ﺑﺴﻜﯿﻦ
Most of those sons of bitches silently sobbed in front of her,
telling her about their miserable private life, while she pretends to
care as she listens to their nonsense; … yet there are times when
she herself is the victim at the hands of a gorilla down on his luck
who comes to the bar with evil in his eyes. He is eager to have her
for himself, or else he'll slap her face or even slash her face with a
knife.

THE LONG-FORSAKEN HOME
The other place where she finds more solace is her home, that being “the
environment in which protective beings live” (Bachelard 7). The attributes of the
experience of home are described by Paolo Boccagni as that of “security … familiarity …
[and] control,” (7) and also by Gillian Rose as “the ultimate sense of belonging to place”
(125). Also denoting these qualities Gaston Bachelard writes,
[I]f I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should
say: the house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the
dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace. (6)
Thus, Fati’s old house is the space where she reads stories, while at night the bar becomes
the space where she has to invent them in order to survive (Shukrī 8), a Tangerine
Shahrazad—to echo the 1001 Nights motif. Here Shukrī highlights the role of Fatima’s
home as a central part of everyday living. The atmosphere at home with Lala Shafya and
the two other girls is one of contentment and comfort; in addition, “the house’s virtues of
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protection and resistance are transposed into human virtues” (Bachelard 46). The reader
learns how Fati’s everyday existence is deeply rooted in her home space, providing her
with emotional and psychological strength, safety, and security needed to continue her
struggle outside. In the words of Linda McDowell,
Places are made of power relations, which construct the rules,
which define boundaries. These boundaries are both social and
spatial—they define who belongs to a place and who may be
excluded, as well as the location or site of the experience.” (4)
The boundary created by this home environment, one where no man resides and the
female role no longer involves bearing and rearing children, allows Fati to enjoy this
separate gender-space. It portrays a new identity-shaping force and “continues, to some
extent, to maintain women’s ‘out-of-placeness’ outside the home” (Matrix 53).

THE SEQUESTERED NATURE OF NAVIGATING THE CITY
For Tuan,84 “[p]lace is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and
long for the other.” (3) However, the right to the both place and space, the “basic
components of the lived world; [which] we take [..] for granted,” (Tuan 3) are neither
guaranteed nor protected. By contrast to the protective aspect of the home, the navigation
of streets has become a dangerous daily battlefield, especially for women. Brant and
Whyman explain that the way to negotiate streets is through ‘knowing the city’, “the only
way to survive in […] a city is to read its signs and become a ‘street smart’ walker,” (43)
which is how “one can neutralize [the streets’] dangerous sensuality and elude their
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Yi-Fu Tuan writes in Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience that, “the larger unit,
neighborhood, is a concept” and that such concept which depends on experience, is still not an inevitable
consequence of it. (170)
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snares” (124). De Certeau describes such acts as being founded on at least two systems—
behaviors and expected symbolic benefits (8).85 He asserts that, in order for city dwellers
to become partners in the city, both men and women should agree to respect the social
contract in order to make everyday life achievable (ibid).
Supporting arguments for such a contract can be made regarding the risks
involved in challenging local traditions in a fast changing society and economy.
Interestingly however, the traits that are seen as especially undesirable in women are not
those of insufficient warmth. Rather, the most undesirable traits in women are those such
as domineering and arrogance that violate the cultural presumption of women’s
subordinate status. According to Beth A. Rubin, “[p]eriods in which all of society's
institutions are changing also create dangerous opportunities, dangerous because, when
old ways of doing things break down, better ways of organizing social life become
possible—but so, too, do worse ways (181). As a result such risk-laden situations have
made the city even more threatening for women, since their place is considered to be at
home, away from undesirable gazes, associated with “sexual corruption, exploitation, and
violence. [And] bad things happen to them.” (Warf and Aria 115)
In Wujūh, the gendered character of these urban changes has begun to shed light
on a constitutive depiction of Tangier’s aspects of inequalities and limited vistas,
especially wheree women are involved. Writing about the street, Rose explains that it “is
a glance that constantly interprets the adherence to this submission in order to evaluate
the degree of conformity to propriety (Rose 90). For example, the city streets, as the
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By behaviors, de Certeau refers to that system visible on the social space of the street (dress, politeness
codes, rhythm of walking...) and by expected symbolic benefits, he means those benefits one gets from
behaving in neighborhood space. (8)
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immediate experience beyond the home, represent Tangier as a labyrinth, something that
women have to negotiate in a way different from men. The streets are full of homeless
children “roaming the streets at night like locusts,” homeless adults (both men and
women), thieves and gangs. One can be mugged in broad daylight. What is surprising is
that even some Tangier locals long for the earlier colonial era because of the system of
order and safety that existed during that period.
Fati, for example, has the chance to develop [a] “larger place-consciousness”
(Tuan 171) and to achieve such a perception by navigating the city streets. She walks
through the busy streets and along the beach, an act of appropriating the space, in order to
escape from her everyday intimate routine to the larger space, the concept. De Certeau in
The Practice of Everyday describes the act of walking as “an elementary form of this
experience of the city” (93) and walkers in it as “Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow
the thick and thins of an urban “text” they write without being able to read it” (ibid).
However, the beach is depicted as a cathartic space where Fati and the narrator both free
themselves from the notion of social constraints. For her, the process of weaving her way
through the city serves as a liberating space laden with knowledge86, one where she can
read (another act of appropriation), smoke and drink without the ever-vigilant gaze of
patriarchal society. Both Fati and Shukrī (the “character” in the novel) share these spatial
moments and skills learned through undertaking simple daily routines,
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Tuan here describes walking as skill, and by analyzing how one moves around ultimately acquires
knowledge (68). He goes on to say that learning by imitation happens as a result of the transfer of such
knowledge through “explicit instruction in words, with diagrams, and in general by showing how complex
motion consists of parts that can be analyzed or imitated” (ibid). Therefore, to restrict such desire to learn
and challenge, patriarchal society regulates borders and limits for women and imposes a control on how
they should dress, talk, walk, and behave in male dominated spaces.
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ﻛﻨﺎ ﻧﻤﺸﻲ ﻗﺮﯾﺒﺎ ﻣﻦ ﺣﺎﻓﺔ اﻟﺒﺤﺮ واﻷﻣﻮاج اﻟﻤﺤﻄﻤﺔ ﺗﻄﺶ وﯾﻠﺤﺲ زﺑﺪھﺎ أﻗﺪاﻣﻨﺎ
(18) . ﻻ ﯾﺸﻐﻠﻨﺎ ﺷﻲء ﻣﻦ ھﺬا ﺣﺮام وھﺬا ﺣﻼل...  ﻻ أﺣﺪ ﯾﺮاﻧﺎ ﻋﻦ ﻗﺮب.وﺣﺬاءاﻧﺎ ﻓﻲ ﯾﺪﯾﻨﺎ
We used to walk near the edge of the water splashed by the
crashing waves while the foam licked at our feet as we held our
shoes. No one could see us close up … We were not worried
about what is allowed and what is not.
Shukrī, the author, uses the above quotes later in the work to introduce the passage in
which a woman/prostitute, a rebellious female protagonist, is crawling along the street
drunk and provoking comments from male onlookers (21). The very fact that she is out
there on the street is seen as a sign of the emasculation of Tangier. It is in this context that
Edward Soja reminds us that “the inscription of oppressive geographies can also create
potential spaces of resistance and enablement” (42). The woman/prostitute is presented
as trespassing on male territory, God-given patriarchal borders, where she does not
belong. Conversely, Tuan describes how “security lies in conforming to the ways of the
group, for it is this cohesive unit that confronts nature and extracts from it a livelihood.
(79)

CONTRIVING NOT TO GIVE IN
By the sea Fati’s and Shukrī’s only preoccupation is reading,87 the means by
which they can express love for each other and transform the space on which they tread
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In The Practice of Everyday Life de Certeau argues that “the street geometrically defined by urban
planning is transformed into a space by walkers. In the same way, an act of reading is the space produced
by the practice of a particular place: a written text, i.e., a place constituted by a system of signs” (117).
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as well as their narratives. Thus their spatial awareness expands far beyond the limits of
the city and into the two open seas, the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea.
ﻓﺎطﻲ ﺗﺴﺘﻤّﺪ ﺛﺮوة ﺣﺪﯾﺜﮭﺎ وإﻏﺮاءه ﻣﻦ اﻟﻜﺘﺐ اﻟﺘﻲ ﻛﺎﻧﺖ ﺗﻘﺮأھﺎ ﺑﻨﮭﻢ وإْن ﻛﺎﻧﺖ ﻻ ﺗﻔﮭﻢ
(8) . ﻟﻜﻦ طﻤﻮﺣﮭﺎ ﻛﺒﯿﺮ ﻓﯿﮭﺎ وﺑﮭﺎ ﺗﻘّﻮي ﺷﺨﺼﯿﺘﮭﺎ ﻛﻞ ﯾﻮم،اﻟﻜﺜﯿﺮ ﻣﻨﮭﺎ
Fati draws her discussion’s fortune and its appeal from the books
she devours even if she doesn’t understand most of them, but her
ambition was big in her and with it empowers her personality
every day.
In this powerful passage, Shukrī describes how reading becomes a satisfactory,
illuminating, empowering, and cathartic process for both protagonists, Fati and Shukrī.88
Through reading to be who she wants to be rather than what society portrays her as
being--a barmaid, a prostitute, a wife…a female. Reading saves Fati, carries her through
her daily life, and adds hope to her life. As she progressively switches between her
different roles, she finds healing. Later the narrator of Wujūh adds,
ﻟﻢ أﻛﻦ أﺧﺠﻞ وأﻧﺎ أﺳﯿﺮ ﻣﻊ ﻓﺎطﻲ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺸﺎرع؛ ﻓﮭﻲ ﻟﯿﺴﺖ ﻣﻦ اﻟﻠﻮاﺗﻲ ﯾﺒﺮزن ﺻﺪورھﻦ
 أﻣﺎ ﻓﺎطﻲ ﻓﺤﺴﺎﺳﯿﺘﮭﺎ اﻟﺮھﯿﻔﺔ ﺗﺤﻤﯿﮭﺎ ﻣﻦ اﻟﺘﻜﺎﻟﺐ... وﻣﺆﺧﺮاﺗﮭﻦ ﯾﺮﻗﺼﻨﮭﺎ ﯾﻤﯿﻨﺎ وﺷﻤﺎﻻ
(19) .ﻋﻠﻰ أﺣﺪ
I was not embarrassed to be seen walking with Fati in the street;
she was not one of those women who flaunt their bosoms and
backsides, sashaying to left and right … Fati’s delicate sensitivity
prevents her from preying on anyone.
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In Reading and The Reader: The Literary Agenda, Philip Davis suggests that, with regard to the act of
reading, “for those who wish to use thinking to get above themselves whilst still remaining within
themselves, it is reading that serves as the trigger for such reflection and as a space for such contemplation”
(25). He claims that the act of reading connotes the striving for meaning. (29)
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The picture that Shukrī draws of the city is one of a society that is based on male
control, and masculine law, power, and domination. As a female, the city of Tangier is
deflowered every time a male visits it. Shukrī writes, “Ricardo once told me, ‘Whoever
comes to Tangier wants to deflower her and be her chosen master’” (50).

“WHAT A PITY—MUST [SHE] CHANGE?”89 (Woolf 196)
In Wujūh Shukrī references new buildings and cafés that serve as sites where
money can be laundered for the formation of a new bourgeoisie that is taking over the
city, thus creating an image suggestive of people who are filling in the gap left by others
who have either died or left. The new bourgeoisie that fills this void brings with it a new
mindset, traditional, reformist, and fundamentalist. Shukrī provides numerous examples
of the association of the city with this new mindset, examples that are to be found
throughout the novel.
In the particular case of Fati in Tangier, a result of these dramatic social changes
and the slow but relentless collapse of her old world90 is that she is now afraid that her
destiny is to share the tragic fate of Gervaise, a character in Zola’s L’Assomoir (1877)91, a
woman who dies in Paris after becoming expendable. She sees what has happened to
Lala Shafya and refuses to become, to borrow Melissa W. Wright’s term, “a disposable
woman … discarded and replaced” (2). To avoid this fate, she begins to change and
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Virginia Woolf, and Leonard Woolf. Between the Acts. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1941,
p.196.
90
Soja, discussing the importance of the spatial turn in society, states that “the geographies in which we
live can have both positive and negative effects on our lives,” (19) thus leading to a change in the way
people live.
91
In Critique of Everyday Life Lefebvre writes that “‘women’ in general bear all the weight of everyday
life; they are subjected to it much more than ‘men’” (922) and that the precise nature of that “everyday” can
be encapsulated in their (women’s) situation.
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search for a new identity for herself. Under the influence of her boss who has himself
reformed and become one of the city’s pious benefactors, she repents. Any act of
renouncement, Walter Benjamin writes in The Arcades Project, requires that,
both past and present must first disown what is properly theirs in order to
become themselves. Only subsequent to such renunciation of self-identity
can they become what they are – and even then only in and as an other”.
(150)
The process of radical change has begun in this “unjust geography” (to use Soja’s term),
and Fati decides to don the veil (present) and sever all ties with the other prostitutes
whom she has known (past).92 In narratives of the city Ward and Arias describe women
as figuring largely as femmes fatales [who] can be rescued and redeemed (115). Thanks
to the power and control in society that Fati’s boss can command as a man, he manages to
“help” her make new decisions in her life and construct a new identity. As she now
negotiates a new status for herself within the changing city structure, she projects an
image different from the one she has had throughout her life. For her such a change
involves comfort, along with a sense of belonging and commitment. As a reflection of
Benjamin’s comment that “In order to slip past the codification of identity by friends,
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In the introduction to Esposito’s Islam, Gender, and Social Change he explains the religious dimension
of these changes and their impact on women’s lives, noting that:
For several decades, much of the Muslim world has experienced a contemporary
religious resurgence or revival. The reassertion of Islam in personal and public life has
taken many forms, from greater attention to religious practice (prayer, fasting, dress, and
family values) to the emergency of Islamic organizations, movements, and institutions.
Islam has become a significant social and political force. Governments have appealed to
Islam to enhance their legitimacy and mobilize popular support; Islam organizations and
parties have challenged the failures of the status quo, maintaining that “Islam is the
solution” and calling for social and political reforms. The implications of this [change]
raise new questions about gender relations and the roles of women in Muslim societies.
(x)
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parents, habits [one must] erase[s] the traces of [one’s] life” (Benjamin 236), her donning
of the veil allows her to overcome her stigmatized identity and escape her past, not by
denying it but rather by overcoming it through an act of repentance.
In order to understand the shift in Fati’s life that Shukrī presents, it is important to
consider the social, economic, cultural and political changes that have occurred in the
city, a place where she decides to wear the veil and help others to adopt this new mode of
life. As Shields observes in Lefebvre, Love and Struggle, “Modernisation wrought rapid
changes in the patterns and routines of daily life and highlighted the loss of individual
control and sense of community with the acquisition of a materialistic lifestyle” (65).
Bars are being demolished and converted to cafés, and former prostitutes are becoming
pious women endeavoring to turn their lives around entirely, in the process negotiating
new limits and borders. Trees are being cleared to make space for parking lots, a
reflection of the city’s development in response to the rapidly emerging new bourgeoisie.
The city’s topography is also being reshaped to suit the new ideology that draws on
Islamic beliefs, thus illustrating a connection that can be made between emergent Islamic
piety, an ideological dimension, and the rise of a new religious bourgeoisie93 and
customs.
In The Veil and the Male Elite, Fatima Mernissi reminds us that “the ‘return’ to
the veil invites women who have left ‘their’ place (the ‘their’ here referring to the place
that had been designated for them) to leave their newly conquered territories” (24).
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For more on the bourgeoisie in Muslim countries, see Ayubi, Nazih. Political Islam. New York:
Routledge, 2005.
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According to Mernissi, it also implies a closing of the community in order to protect it
(99).94
With her newly found fervor, Fati sees herself having the responsibility to ask
other women to save themselves and enjoy the same new identity. One summer morning
she meets two of her old acquaintances, suggests that they don the veil and renounce the
life of debauchery that they have been leading. When they ignore her, she curses them,
and that leads the two drunken girls to beat her up (Shukrī 97). The street becomes a
viewing-stand for passers-by; some of them get a kick out of watching the incident, while
others utter curses but leave without interfering.
In this way the fate of a woman in city space closes down. Fouad Zakari
comments on the joint flattery and degradation of the veil, noting that wearing the veil,
“falls at the junction between the repudiation and denunciation of the body” (qtd. in
Haddad, Yvonne Yazbeck, and John L. Esposito 10). As a consequence the only place
that remains is domestic space, staying indoors.95
To provide herself with a safety net, Fati cedes to the requirements of the
patriarchal institution of marriage and opts for a more stable lifestyle. She marries a
Moroccan man now living in Denmark, who has also repented of his previous ways
through the mediation of the owner of a bar where he has been working, someone with
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In the words of Layla Shahin, “veiling is a sign of women’s social respectability” (52), giving them
dignity, protection and control over themselves and their bodies. According to Shahin, veiling is also “a
moral principle that concerns both women and men” (53).
95
Indeed, as Santo L. Aricò notes,
The condition of the prostitute remains curiously specular to that of the
respectable wife. The patriarchy encloses both in their homes: whereas the
“good” woman’s destiny requires service to male within four domestic walls, the
whore services men’s lust in the privacy of concealed rooms. (161)
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whom he has had a close relationship of long standing (Shukrī 98). One of her husband’s
terms regarding the marriage is that she sever all ties with Lala Shafya and her sisters
since they are not pious women. In acceding to this request Fati is turning her back on
her family. This renunciation of her own past allows her to move in a new and different
direction and to show her readiness for a fresh start. The reshuffling and remapping of
her memory allows her to develop a new strategy whereby she can negotiate the presence
of the past in her life. As part of that process, what is significant is her conscious
decision to create a “hole of memory” stemming from her willingness to forget and
silence her past (Aricò 161).

“I HOLD IN HONOR THE EXILE I WAS GIVEN”96
In an effort to reconfigure their new spatial reality, Fati and her husband emigrate
to Denmark where they live and work for fifteen years. Her choice of exile—a
displacement from the city where she has chosen to live some years earlier—reflects a
reaction to the socio-cultural shift that is occurring in the liminal space of Tangier. A
space that is “always filled with politics, ideology, and other forces shaping our lives and
challenging us to engage in struggles over geography” (Soja 19). However, Fati cannot
completely escape those cultural norms, and she is destined to see the experience of male
control repeated. In Denmark Fati is ready to adjust to her new space, but her husband is
not. He exerts control and boundaries even this new space, one that she considers more
open, equal and free.97
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This sentence is from Dante “L’esilio, che ‘e dato, onor mi tegno” (qtd in Norman Manea 9)
Boyarin notes with regard to the condition of exile that, “Migration and exile are often written about as a
movement away from that which is familiar and self-same, which either leads to nostalgic attempts at
recovery or to liberatory experience from the self.” (x)
97
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In Denmark, Fati does not have enough to discuss with her husband; they have
long since exhausted all conversation about Tangier. She compensates for the things that
she misses through the only relationship that she is allowed to have, with Chastine, an
allusion to the idea of chastity, a former hippy who has lived in Tangier at the end of the
seventies. Fati does not have any children, so in the evening she and her husband plunge
into their readings: he reads the Quran, while she reads the Arabic books that she has
brought back with her every time they have visited Morocco—an echo of the earlier
scene in which they read together on the beach. This interaction between Fati and the
books that she reads helps her keep her life in Denmark in balance, a cathartic experience
in that the act of reading has its own emotional dimension (Stephen Cairns 126). It has
managed to sustain Fati in Tangier but is not doing so in Denmark.

HOMECOMING
Sometime later, Fati returns to Morocco to bury her husband after his death in a car
accident in Denmark. Her return can be seen as a process whereby she reclaims and
appropriates Tangier, as well as showing her readiness to reinvent herself. Shukrī
describes the way she has changed. She is a self-made woman with a secure future. In
the chapter entitled ( اﻟﻌﺎﺋﺪةthe returned), Shukrī informs us of Fati’s change of fate:
واﻵن ھﻲ ﺷﺒﮫ... ذھﺒﺖ ﺷﻘﺮاء وﻋﺎدت أﻛﺜﺮ ﺷﻘﺮة... ﻓﻲ ﻣﻨﺘﮭﻰ أﻧﺎﻗﺘﮭﺎ.ﻋﺠﺒﺎ! إﻧﮭﺎ ھﻲ
( ﯾﺤﻖ ﻟﮭﺎ اﻵن أن ﺗﻨﺰه102) . ﻋﻤﻠﯿﺔ ﺗﺠﻤﯿﻞ راﻗﯿﺔ. ﻧﺪب ﺧﺪھﺎ اﻷﯾﺴﺮ اﺧﺘﻔﻰ.ﺑﯿﻀﺎء
( ﻛﺎن ﻋﻠّﻲ أن أﻋﻮد إﻟﻰ ھﻮرﺳﻨﺲ ﻟﺘﺴﻮﯾﺔ أوراق103) . ﻟﻘﺪ ﺿﻤﻨﺖ ﻣﺴﺘﻘﺒﻠﮭﺎ.ﻣﺎﺿﯿﮭﺎ
(105) .اﻟﺘﺄﻣﯿﻦ وﻣﻌﺎﺷﻲ ﻣﻦ ﻋﻤﻠﻲ وﻋﻤﻠﮫ
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What a surprise! It is she. In her total elegance … she left blond
and returned even blonder … and now she looks semi-white in
complexion. The scar on her left cheek has disappeared--an
elegant piece of plastic surgery.] [She deserves to purify her past.
She has secured her future.] [I had to go back to Horsens to take
care of insurance and my retirement as well as his.
The husband who saved her from Tangier when he was alive has in death reunited her
with it again. She re-enters Tangier, but now she is a changed woman in search of the
city she left years ago; it is a second journey to Tangier, this time with a new identity and
ready to take another chance with the city.98 As the novel’s narrator notes, “She has
every right to make her past chaste now” (Shukrī 103), while Fati herself declares, “I’ve
had enough time to forget my past” (ibid). She is a changed woman who has managed
successfully to negotiate, appropriate and redefine herself in every new space in which
she has been forced to live.
At this point I will again invoke Lefebvre’s term le droit à la ville, in order to
highlight Fati’s urgent need to make sense of Tangier, a process that involves a search for
social and spatial justice and a reclamation of her city. As part of her new start in life,
Fati tries to rent or buy a house, since Lala Shafya has died from grief because the three
girls whom she has raised have all rejected her. Fati now has no family left to allow her
to be independent and stay away from her in-laws who claim that they “depend” on her
now that their son has died. Fati’s two adopted sisters, Yasmine and Layla, are now
living in Marbella, Spain. Fati has initially kept in contact with them and helped them
with whatever resources her late husband allowed, but, as time has gone by and they have
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About the city Jean Genet (1973) writes, “Tangiers seemed to me a fabulous city. It was the very symbol
of treason” (36).
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blamed her for abandoning them when they needed her, all ties with them have also been
severed. Eventually Fati has given up her family connections in order to start a new life
with her husband and has dutifully observed what her husband has asked of her. Once
again she has adjusted herself to a new situation; this time she has accepted her new
arrangement and fallen back into the traditional role of housewife and forsaken her
previous role as provider for her own family. As the novel makes clear, her marriage
clearly reveals her continuous search for an identity. Her experience of the city has
changed, something that is confirmed when she notes that “my marriage was a fallacious
ambition. When I got married, I did not realize what I was doing because I was living
through a period of weakness and betrayal.”
Now that Fati is back in Tangier, her changed status offers her a new chance to
renegotiate the city. Indeed, this time she has enough money to live independently; the
mention of her car, as “a tangible instrument of emancipation” (Helen Jarvis, Paula
Kantor, and Jonathan Cloke 165), acknowledges her mobility and readiness to move
about a fluid city-space. As Thacker notes, “[t]he car looks forward to a new age of
individuality,” (85) since it opens up the very city-space of which Fati is once again
trying to be part as a new individual.
As Fati herself notes in the novel:
 ﻧﺪﻣﺖ ﻋﻠﻰ ﻋﻮدﺗﻲ ﺑﻌﺪ. ﻟﻦ أﺳﺘﻄﯿﻊ اﻟﻌﯿﺶ ھﻨﺎ ﻋﻠﻰ ھﺬه اﻟﺸﺎﻛﻠﺔ. ﻣﮭﺎﻧﺔ.ﯾﻚ؟ أﻧﺎ ﺣﺎﺋﺮة
 ﯾﺨﺘﻠﻒ ﻛﺜﯿﺮا ﻋﻤﺎ ﺣﻤﻠﺖ. اﻟﻌﯿﺶ ھﻨﺎك أﯾﻀﺎ ﺻﻌﺐ.أن ﺳﻮﯾﺖ وﺿﻌﯿﺘﻲ ﻓﻲ ھﻮرﺳﻨﺲ
(109) . ﺛﻢ إن اﻟﻄﻘﺲ اﻟﺼﻘﯿﻌﻲ ﯾﺘﺴﺮب ﺣﺘﻰ اﻟﻌﻈﺎم.ﻣﻌﻲ ﻣﻦ ﻋﺎدات وأﻓﻜﺎر
What do you think? I don’t know what to do. I feel humiliated. I
won’t be able to live this way. I'm sorry I came back. I'd adjusted
to my situation in Horsens (Denmark). Life there is hard as well.
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It's a lot different from the customs and ideas I took with me from
here, not to mention that the freezing weather gets into your bones.
Since the city of Tangier is by nature animated by prejudice against women, Fati feels
threatened in the parking lot as “masculine” space. Lefebvre writes that the everyday
familiar journey “through a modern city […] is pleasant, no more, and soon becomes
disappointing,” (152) Fear of crime in the city has its effects on both men and women
through the local construction of dangerous and stigmatized people and places; in
Domesticating the Street: The Contested Spaces of the High Street and the Mall, Peter
Jackson notes that in “the contemporary city, there is a ‘geography of fear’, structured by
gender, class and racialised fears” (Fyfe 173). Such feeling represents urban space as part
of a dominating patriarchal ideology that strives to maintain the status quo in many parts
of the world.99 According to Ginsberg,
It has been widely understood that people carry around in their
head a cognitive image or mental map of the city which is made up
of multiple sensory landscapes, of sights, sounds, places and
feelings. (Jarvis, Kantor, and Cloke, 150)
Fati will always be carrying the city of Tangier in her mind and her dreams, but it will
never be an environment that can tolerate or satisfy her. The older she gets, the further
she feels from the city. Within the urban space of Tangier the male-female relationship is
sustained by a notion of power that is passed on to the next generation throughout
childhood. In Fati’s case however, she has never in her life experienced a male
image/power, since she was raised by a woman, who only adopted girls and since

99

David Crouch in The Street in the Making of Popular Geographical Knowledge, asserts that “[w]e
discover all of this in our vision, imagination, other senses, and through our own bodily movement, fast or
imperceptible, and knowledge, imagination and prejudice; around and across the space itself.” (Fyfe 166)
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attitudes that serve to construct women’s identity have never existed at home. As a
result, the mere possibility of Fati’s subordination to any man becomes a far-fetched
dream. Since Fati has left the city for Denmark, Tangier has become a much more
dangerous place, and Shukrī’s novel makes clear that defending herself will not be as
easy as used to be the case.100
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Lefebvre writes that the everyday familiar journey “through a modern city […] is pleasant, no more, and
soon becomes disappointing,” (152)
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CONCLUSION: PANACEA FOR FATI
The narrative eventually turns to consider the protagonist’s negotiations with the
urban spaces shaped by the range of social relations that she inhabits or visits.101 It clearly
describes Tangier’s shifting present, which produces social conflicts, the poverty and
unemployment, factors that lead Fati to a decision to leave the country altogether in
search of a more appropriate space and to continue her journey to different spaces and
places102 in search of yet another new identity. As Fati relaxes on the deck of the ship that
is transporting her to these new spaces to which she already feels well adjusted, she looks
back. This decision of hers to leave Tangier again and settle down somewhere else will
open many new territories and borders for her. Such crossing and change of space will
impart the possibility of mobility, transformation, and new alternatives to Fati in the new
host place(s). The distance from Morocco would allow her to finally reconstruct herself
and shape a new identity. This echoes Oliva M. Espín’s quote that “[b]oundaries are
crossed when new identities and roles are incorporated into life” (Women Crossing
Boundaries 20).
Fati muses on the possibility of moving to Southern Spain,
 ﻟﻢ أزر ﺑﻌﺾ ﻣﺪﻧﮫ إﻻ ﻣﺮورا ﺣﯿﻨﻤﺎ ﻛﻨﺎ. أﻓﻜﺮ ﻓﻲ ﺟﻨﻮب إﺳﺒﺎﻧﯿﺎ.أن أﻋﯿﺶ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺨﺎرج
 ﺳﻤﻌﺖ اﻟﻜﺜﯿﺮ ﻋﻦ ﻣﺒﺎھﺞ اﻟﻌﯿﺶ ﻓﻲ إﺳﺒﺎﻧﯿﺎ ﺑﻌﺪ.ﻧﻌﻮد ﻓﻲ اﻟﺼﯿﻒ ﻟﻘﻀﺎء اﻟﻌﻄﻠﺔ ﻣﻊ أھﻠﮫ
(109) .ﻣﻮت ﻓﺮاﻧﻜﻮ
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In The Urban Revolution, Lefebvre declares that the city “constructs, identifies, and delivers the essence
of social relationships: the reciprocal existence and manifestation of differences arising from or resulting in
conflicts” (118).
102
Fāṭima’s journey is tied in to the idea of mass migration into Tangier and later abroad. This migration is
driven by poverty and lack of opportunities for girls. Morocco has witnessed migrants to and from big
cities, especially Tangier, which remains a hub for tourists who are lured by the city’s history of sexual and
social freedom (Dumper, Michael and Bruce E. Stanley 348).
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My destiny is to live abroad. I am thinking about the South of
Spain. I have visited some of its cities on my way back to
Morocco in the summer to spend the vacation with my husband’s
family. I've heard a lot about the delights of living in Spain after
Franco's death.
This quotation echoes Fati’s dream of moving to somewhere new. But, as was the case
when she first moved to Tangier, she is also being forced to make this choice, a situation
that inevitably overshadows the end-result of her new journey. To be sure, the years she
has lived in Tangier have taught her a lot through the many experiences of the cityscape,
but the question remains as to whether that will that be enough for her to start afresh. She
has learned her way around male dominated spaces, around male mentality, negotiating
the city space as she provides for her family. Does she instead need to develop fresh
strategies in order to navigate her way through this journey on which she is embarking?
As Edward Said notes, “Exile is not a matter of choice: you are born into it, or it happens
to you” (Jean Genet 63).
In an earlier conversation about travel with the novel’s main character, Shukrī,
Fati declares,
ﻟﻮ ﻟﻢ أﻛﻦ ﻣﺴﺆوﻟﺔ ﻋﻦ أﺳﺮﺗﻨﺎ ﻟﺴﺎﻓﺮت إﻟﻰ اﻟﻀﻔﺔ اﻷﺧﺮى ﻷرى ﻛﯿﻒ ھﻮ اﻟﻌﯿﺶ ھﻨﺎك
(17) .ورﺑﻤﺎ أﻏﺮاﻧﻲ اﻟﺒﻘﺎء دون ﻋﻮدة
If I were not responsible for my family, I would have crossed to
the other side to see how people live. Maybe I would have been
tempted to stay there and never come back. (17)
This passage choes Said’s statement that “exile is strangely compelling to think about but
terrible to experience.” (184)
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Fati’s initial exile that takes her to Tangier with her adoptive family is in search of
a new life and identity, but she accomplishes nothing. Her second exile is to Denmark
with her husband, where she may seem to have everything, but in fact endures a similar
experience when it comes to her everyday life. Her final exile is to Spain, alone, a
location where she hopes once again to begin a new life after Tangier has failed for a
second time to make her feel safe. “Paradoxically” write Bender and Winer emphasizing
the double suffering of exile and the return journey, “the return home has been another
form of exile: for many women the equality they desired and expected […] has not
materialized.” (299)
Through a series of images, Shukrī’s narrative constructs both his cityscape and
the status of women whom he has met in Tangier. The gendered society that Shukrī’s
narrator portrays in Wujūh reflects the social construction of power, through place, a
location within which women have been struggling against the gendered space and place
that the city of Tangier represents.
And yet Tangier remains itself a city filled with a plethora of bars, cafes, streets—
a site for both modernity and social corruption, high demand for prostitution, and many
untold stories of vulnerable women similar to his character of Fatima.
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The Discourse of the Body: Writing the Body and the City in Muḥammad Zafzāf’s
Arṣifah Wa Judrān (Sidewalks and Walls)
The ordinary practitioners of the city live “down below,”
[…] walk an elementary form of this experience of the city;
they are walkers, Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow the
thicks and thins of an urban “text” they write without being
able to read it.
– Michel de Certeau
Bodies grow, work, flourish and decay in social situations
that produce bodily effects.
– Judith Butler

The City, Urban Life, and the Body in Arṣifah wa-Judrān
In The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre declares that,

In seeking to understand the three moments of social space, it may help to
consider the body. All the more so inasmuch as the relationship to space
of a ‘subject’ who is a member of a group or a society implies his
relationship to his own body and vice versa. (40).

Along these same lines Muḥammad Zafzāf’s novel, Arṣifah wa-Judrān portrays
the same relationship and imagines new ways for the body to adapt and function as a
counter-discourse in the postcolonial reality of Morocco. The Zafzāfian style aims at
exploding the narrative imaginary of the Moroccan reader, who has been conditioned to
seeing/imagining the body as being intact. The ‘bodily lived experience’ of the
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Moroccan body is affected by culture and tradition. Under social, political, and economic
pressures it results in a body that is “chastised, as it were, to the point of being castrated”
(Lefebvre 40).103 By showing how the body is disregarded, disrespected, degraded, and
exploited, especially within a patriarchal culture that claims otherwise-- involving Islamic
taboos and a rigid Muslim stance regarding the body,104 Zafzāf locates most of the battles
in the body. He thereby emphasizes the need for the body to become the subject of
discourse rather than remaining its object. Through this emphasis on the body, Zafzāf
uses it as a political, social and economic manifestation of a divide—between fantasy and
reality, between politik and realpolitik, between freedom and subjugation. Since
external physical attributes are seen as a reflection of this divide, the body has become
the main image of the struggle, “a struggle as terrible as the trap-ridden and shifting
terrain upon which it is waged” (Lefebvre 135). The body is now used to portray an
essential image of the new reality in Morocco, attributable to the consequences of the
new urban reality.
In Arṣifah wa Judrān, the narrator describes his own movement and that of others
in an attempt to overcome the boredom to which the body is subject in the city.
Throughout the novel, the description of the different bodies amplifies the consciousness
of the body, its degradation, objectification, and subjection to the new urban reality.

Kate Cregan declares in Key Concepts in Body and Society that in society “The body […] is not static; it
changes over time and can be perceived differently in different contexts (cultural, spatial and experiential).
The body is interpreted or experienced at either an individual or social level.” (7)
104
Marvine Howe writes that Moroccan society has become threatened by an Islamist movement who
“have become increasingly aggressive in seeking to impose their morality on the rest of society,” (193)
which includes dress codes for both men and women and beards for men. These assaults on Moroccans
aim at reshaping how the body looks and what it does.
103
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Key descriptions center on the body: the restless movement of Boumehdi, the principal
character; his friend’s frail body; the female characters’ bodies; the decaying body of the
sick mother; and the bodies of teenage girls. These corporeal portrayals and metaphors
shed light on the novel’s focus on the relationship of the body to the city. As a
consequence of the sense of feeling trapped, the pressure on the characters’ bodies entails
a socio-political awareness.
The body is thus conceived as an instrument of revolt/protest against society,
which is, in Lefebvre’s description in The Production of Space, a “space and an
architecture of concepts, forms and laws whose abstract truth is imposed on the reality of
the senses, of bodies, of wishes and desires” (139). The body here is functioning as a
symbol of existential worry, the embodiment of the modern Moroccan urban era.

Arṣifah wa-Judrān a Monotonous Urban Reality
Arṣifah wa-Judrān is a short novel of twenty-one chapters that paint a portrait of
the daily experience of the protagonist, Boumehdi, the student of philosophy, and his
contemplative existential questions and comments on death, life, sex, music, war, and
religion, among others. The novel alternates between two narrators, a first-person
narrator, who comments subjectively on some events, the other characters, and the world,
and a third person narrator, who is the main narrator of the story. Almost nothing
important happens in this novel, a work that takes place in a very tight and limited space.
The storyline is simple. The main character lives in a state of profound alienation and
estrangement from his family and his continuously tense relationship with his friend
Salim and the world.
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The recurring places—house, café, road, street, Salim’s house and his room,
university, and movie theater, all are constantly revisited throughout the novel without
the protagonist succeeding in escaping his internal turmoil. The space of the city is shared
with other characters. There Boumehdi’s nihilist friend, Salim, a painter and student of
philosophy; Boumehdi’s two girlfriends, Laila, a university student, whom Boumehdi
likes to call “Nancy” and the married school teacher, a divorcee who does not read; and
both his own nagging mother and Salim’s sick mother.
Arṣifah wa-Judrān reads as an expression of human despair, portrayed through
the characters’ daily psychological and intellectual state of mind. It revolves around a
main character, a Sartrean protagonist, Boumehdi, and his vision of the world, relating
his lived experience as he aimlessly roams the streets and different parts of the city. In a
depiction which reminds us of Jean-Paul Sartre’s novel, Nausea, and its hero Antoine
Roquentin, Boumehdi shows his hatred of life, stripping it of any values; for him life is
void, absurd, and useless. As the novel describes his daily life, with its boredom and
existential problems, it focuses on the treatment of the male body, most especially within
the spatial confines of the city, and reveals the facticity of the limit of Boumehdi’s body
in Casablanca.

The first chapter opens with two narrators describing a moment in a room where
Boumehdi lives. Boumehdi is in bed feeling bored. Commenting on his view of the
world, he seems to be experiencing an existential void: “ إن اﻟﻌﺎﻟﻢ ﯾﺒﺪو ﻟﻲ ﻓﻲ ﺑﻌﺾ اﻷﺣﯿﺎن
 ﺟﺪ ﻣﮭﺘﺮئ.ً( ”ﻣﮭﺘﺮﺋﺎ7) (Sometimes the world seems to me worn out. Very much indeed.)
The third person narrator relates the scene, “  وﺷﻌﺮ ﻟﻠﺘﻮ أﻧﮫ ﻓﻲ ﺣﺎﺟﺔ إﻟﻰ ﺗﺴﻠﯿﺔ.ﻛﺎن ﻣﻤﺘﺪًا ﻓﻲ اﻟﻌﯿﺎء
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. ( ”ﻋﻠﻰ اﻷﻗﻞ7) (He was lying down wearily. And immediately he felt that at least he
needed some diversion). Later, Boumehdi, commenting on his current status, declares
that he feels stuck and restrained.

 أو أﺟﻌﻠﮫ ﯾﻘﻒ، ﻓﺄﻏّﯿﺮ وﺟﮭﺘﮫ،ﻟﻮ أﻧﻲ أﻗﻔﺰ ھﺬه اﻟﻠﺤﻈﺔ ﻛﻜﺮة ﻣﻄﺎطﯿﺔ وأﺻﻔﻊ اﻟﺰﻣﺎن
:ﻟﯿﺠﯿﺐ ﻋﻠﻰ ھﺬا اﻟﺴﺆال
.""ﻟﻤﺎذا ھﺬه اﻟﺤﺮﻛﺔ ﺗﺘﻀﻤﻦ اﻟﻌﻔﻮﻧﺔ واﻟﺮﺗﺎﺑﺔ واﻟﺘﻜﺮار؟
 وھﺬه، وأﺷﻌﺮ أن اﻟﻌﺎﻟﻢ ﻣﻘّﯿﺪ ﻛﺬﻟﻚ وھﺬا اﻟﺰﻣﺎن وھﺬه اﻟﺠﺪران اﻷرﺑﻌﺔ،إﻧﻨﻲ ﻣﻘّﯿﺪ
(8) ...اﻷوراق اﻟﺠﺎﻣﺪة
I wish at this very moment that I could bounce up like a ball, slap
time in the face and change its direction; or at least make it stop for
a moment in order to answer this question:
“Why does this movement include decay, monotony, and
repetition?”
I’m trapped. I feel that this world is trapped as well and so are
these four walls and these lifeless papers…

The image of the trap in this passage highlights the idea of the body as prisoner, but also
evokes the body as writer, thus emphasizing a parallel between the body and the act of
writing. Although the body is here seen as being disabled, imprisoned, and trapped, it
also functions as a catalyst. Through the writing process, the trapped body can open up
the path to freedom, since the body’s freedom can only be written. With regard to the
ideas of Sartre mentioned earlier, Stephen Michelman writes that “for Sartre, the body is
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objectified by the look of the other, who sees me and judges me, alienating me from my
sense of myself as non-determined and provoking my shame.” (252) This implies that the
body is thus liberated and that such liberature105 is juxtaposed with the field of bodily unfreedom, the self being the agent of change. This end product is best described by Sartre
in Being and Nothingness: “I experience my body as mine only when I experience the
world through it” (xi).
Boumehdi strives to realize himself through continuous movement, but fails at
every turn. He feels that, no matter what he does, the whole world is against him, and
through no fault of his. This is exactly what has been bothering him all along. The
worthlessness of it all overwhelms him. As he gets sluggishly to his feet, he says:

 إّن اﻟﻘﯿﻢ ھﻲ اﻷﺧﺮى ﻗﺪ اھﺘﺰأت ﺑﺎھﺘﺮاء اﻟﻌﺎﻟﻢ. ﻻﺷﻲء ﻗﺪ ﺗﻐﯿﺮ.اﻟﺤﻜﯿﻢ أﯾﺴﻮب وﺳﻘﺮاط
(8 )
The wise man Aesop and Socrates. Nothing has changed. Values
also in tatters as the world decays

The account of Boumehdi’s monotonous life in Casablanca offers the reader
many perceptions on his boring existence. However, the ways in which Zafzāf portrays
the body’s movements, interacting in a crisis of despair with other bodies and city life,
also illustrates the author’s intention to present a glimpse into the life-cycle as he
envisions it. For example,

105

For more on the definition of the term “liberature,” see Tabakowska, Elżbieta, Christina Ljungberg, and
Olga Fischer. Insistent Images. Amsterdam: J. Benjamins, 2007.
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، وﻟﻜﻦ ﻣﺮﻏﻤﺎ،وﻟﺬﻟﻚ ﻗﺮر أن ﯾﻨﺰل إﻟﻰ اﻟﺸﺎرع ﻻ ﻟﻐﺮض ﻣﺎ... ﻛﺎﻧﺖ ﻻ ﺗﺰال ﺗﻨﻌﻖ
(14) .ﻓﻘﺎﺑﻠﯿﺘﮫ ﻟﻠﻘﺮاءة ﻟﻢ ﺗﻌﺪ ﺗﺴﻌﻔﮫ
She was still squawking …that’s why he decided to go
down to the street, not for any particular reason but because
he felt forced. His reading ability could no longer rescue
him.

His mother tends to find fault with him all the time, making him feel even more useless.
She nags him incessantly, as though she actually enjoys it. This adds to his persistent
hatred of her, the house, and the entire world. As he leaves his house, the city engulfs
him; it is as though he is dragging behind him a history of sadness and misery (21).
Boumehdi hates and despises the entire world; he despises it and eventually
contemplates suicide (10). Seeking refuge in sex and drink, he feels constantly bored as
he confronts the need to control space, an entity whose purpose is to exclude and restrain
the body’s freedom and its relationship with the city of Casablanca in order to maintain
and advance the city’s dominance.
The numerous allusions to control and emphasis on corporeal constraint in
Arṣifah wa-Judrān provide a telling commentary on the failure of intellectuals to trigger
significant change in society and the political underpinnings of the status quo in modern
Morocco. An already desperate situation is only intensified by the rapid growth of city
populations, itself the consequence of extensive rural migration, leading inevitably to
inequalities, sprawling shanty towns, exploited women and children, and general feelings
of alienation. As Soja notes in this context, “There’s thus a constant tension embedded in
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cityspace that revolves around the power of differentials between social classes, between
men and women, between the state and civil society.” (99).
This conflicting relationship between the body, the others, and the city in Arṣifah
wa Judrān, a feature that is only emphasized by the scrupulous attention to details about
different bodies, reflects an image of the city turned void, ruthless, and absurd.
As noted above, images abound with negative connotations of the body, emphasizing
physical traits. For Zafzāf in this novel, the city lacks life. Bodies reflect the main
images of the status of the city’s inhabitants. Because of this emphasis on the body
throughout the novel, Zafzāf is able to bring to light different aspects of the body: in
degradation, isolation, subjection, exploitation, and sickness.

Arṣifah wa-Judrān—The City and the Policing of the Body106
Foucault invokes images of the “correct” use of the body to describe disciplinary
control, where the body “is caught up in a system of constraints and privations,
obligations and prohibitions” (11). To illustrate such a characteristic when applied to the
city, we might consider the policing of the body in a city that feels like a big prison.
The policeman, for example, who stops Boumehdi in Arṣifah wa Judrān represents the
disciplinary means through which order in the city can be maintained and bodies
controlled. When Boumehdi is stopped, he appears to be obedient, docile, and thankful
that he is not arrested: “‘so then, we’re being watched,’ he thought and immediately went
home” (20). For Neocleous, the police are part of “the exercise of state power over a class
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Mark Neocleous describes the word “police” as the product of a disciplinary regime: “As noun, verb and
adjective ‘police’ was historically used to describe the way order was achieved, and part of the argument
here is to suggest that it is through policing that the state shapes and orders civil society” (xi).
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society,” (xiii) a force that operates on the social body in order to regulate it “in an
attempt at [its] re-formation” (6).
By stopping people in the street, the police work to limit and control mobility and
protect the city by keeping bodies confined within their defined neighborhood limits.
Foucault describes this facet of police-control as “enclosure” and “confinement” in “the
protected place of disciplinary monotony” (141). The policeman’s rhetorical question to
Boumadhi, about his going out so late at night (21), echoes that of his mother.
The mother’s function, therefore, is to maintain social order and continue the tradition of
submission to authority. In portraying the mother as serving this societal function in
particular situations, Zafzāf is placing her in a role that is, in Foucault’s term, that of a
“sentinel.” Nevertheless, if walking the street is an act that is contrived—as a way of
establishing identity, as a way of intentionally challenging the act of control and
intimidation and of claiming the right to the city but is constantly constrained, then
Boumehdi’s constitutive adoption of risk and defiance makes the re-appropriation of that
space a possibility.
Moreover, Boumehdi’s imagines himself to be free in his individuality from state
control despite its being harsh; “individualism leads to the truth,” as he notes (80).
The atmosphere in the streets is still like a quagmire (113). Deep inside the characters
still endure pain, sadness and loss, and the world cannot care less (ibid). However
nihilistic this may sound, Zafzāf still make use of scenes of mobility—in/out,
inside/outside, and into and out of public/private spaces—as elements constitutive of a
form of freedom. This spatial practice is represented as a kind of responsibility, one
involving a claim to the city’s other places that are occupied by the novel’s characters.
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The goal is to create conditions conducive to a sense of belonging to and sharing of the
city, all in an effort to impede hegemonic spatial practices. Zafzāf’s representation draws
on the social control of the body in order to emphasize both the status of the besieged city
and the worthlessness of life in this space. In the process the concept of spatial control is
denounced.
As Boumehdi prowls the city, he is filled with a feeling of confusion (129). In
Casablanca the police enforce an order to keep people out of public places,107 where ideas
can be exchanged and the right to the city is claimed.108 The policeman stops Boumehdi
and checks his ID, then asks him why he and his kind only like to go out at night.
Boumehdi responds with a question of his own: is there anything wrong with that? The
policeman replies,

ّ ادﺧﻞ ﺳﺮﯾﻌﺎ وإ
(22) .[ ﻧﺤﻦ ﻣﺮاﻗﺒﻮن إذن...] ﻻ ﻧﻤﺖ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻤﺮﻛﺰ ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﺒﺼﺎق
Get home quick or else you’ll spend the night at the station
on the spit […] we’ll be watched then.

With this denunciation of spatial inequality, Casablanca is shown to be closed at night for
people like Boumehdi. The city night has changed: monitoring, controlling and the status
quo have been mapped into the streets of Casablanca, which have been turned into fields
of social discontent, contestation, and class.

107

In Seeking Social Justice, Soja stresses the importance of public places,
The city, with its meeting places and public spaces, was the wellspring for thinking about
democracy, equality, liberty, human rights, citizenship, cultural identity, resistance to the
status quo, struggles for social and spatial justice. (80)
108
For more on the right to the city, See Lefebvre’s Writing on Cities.
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Arṣifah wa-Judrān and Urban Manifestation of Anxiety
Defined by the pressure that the city exercises on it, the heavily overburdened
body is used in this novel to depict the impact of the economic, socio-political, and
cultural situation in postcolonial Morocco:

 ﻓﻲ ﻣﻜﺎن ﻣﺎ ﻣﻦ، وﺧﯿﻤﺔ اﻻﻟﻢ ﻣﺸﺪودة أوﺗﺎدھﺎ ﻓﻲ رأﺳﻲ.ﻛﻨﺖ وﺣﯿﺪا ﻓﻲ ﻏﺮﻓﺘﻲ ﻛﺎﻟﻌﺎدة
 وﻋﻠﻰ ﺟﺪران ﻏﺮﻓﺘﻲ ﺗﻠﻚ. إن اﻟﺘﻔﻜﯿﺮ اﻟﻜﺜﯿﺮ ﯾﺒﻌﺚ اﻷﻟﻢ واﻟﻘﻠﻖ واﻻﺿﻄﺮاب.ﺟﻤﺠﻤﺘﻲ
 إن طﻼء ھﺬه اﻟﺠﺪران ﯾﺒﺪو ﻟﻲ ﻓﻲ ﺑﻌﺾ. وذﻟﻚ اﻟﻌﻨﺎد ﻣﺎ ﯾﺰال،اﻟﺒﻼدة ﻣﺎ ﺗﺰال
 أن. وﻓﻲ ﺑﻌﺾ اﻷﺣﯿﺎن ﺗﻨﺘﺎﺑﻨﻲ ﺧﻮاطﺮ ﻏﺮﯾﺒﺔ.اﻟﻠﺤﻈﺎت ﻛﻠﺴﺎ ﯾﺘﺠﻤﺪ ﺑﺤﺪﯾﺪﯾﺔ ﻋﻠﻰ ﻗﻠﺒﻲ
(33) . أن أﺣﻜﮫ ﺑﺄظﺎﻓﺮي ﺣﺘﻰ اﻟﻨﮭﺎﯾﺔ.أﻋﺾ ھﺬا اﻟﺠﺪار ﻣﺜﻼ ﺑﺄﺳﻨﺎﻧﻲ
I was alone in my room as usual. The pain persists in my
head, somewhere in my skull. A lot of thinking causes
pain, anxiety and restlessness. On the walls of my room,
stupidity is still there, and stubbornness as well. At times I
feel as though the paint on these walls is calcifying in my
heart. Other times, I have weird thoughts. To bite the wall.
To scratch it with my nails to the very end.

The city has various effects on the bodies of its inhabitants. Boumehdi’s bodily
experience, for example, is lived through boredom, sex, and alcohol, all framed in twin
hatreds: of the absurd world he lives in and of his mother, whom his father abandoned.
His mother’s bodily experience is lived through her continuous nagging; Boumehdi’s
friend, Salim’s, through his attempt at creating a perfect body; the female characters’
bodies through their sexual connotations. All these characters display contradictory
attitudes toward their bodies, underscoring the coping and defense mechanisms which
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they have adopted in order to be able to live and survive in a hostile city. The contiguous
marginalized bodies depicted in Arṣifah wa Judrān thus function as a kind of collage
consisting of a single shattered body.

Soja describes spatiality in human existence as being the result of “both human
agency and environmental and contextual structuring” (6). The space that we shape thus
also determines our actions and thoughts. The different signs or clin d’oeils that Zafzāf
displays in Arṣifah wa Judrān underscore the fact that, as Winfried Noth notes, the
human body itself is “the sign vehicle and hence the embodiment of signs” (8). The
nature of this relationship between self and city is emphasized in the portrayal of the
body; right from the beginning of the novel it is described as being held captive within
the four walls of the house in which Boumehdi feels completely isolated. His connection
to the city involves periodic visits to cafes, where he spends time staring at things and
people and looking for ways to entertain himself. However, he ends up, “as usual feeling
bored” (9). The cafe serves as the outlet for his boredom, a place where he can flaunt his
weak, exhausted body while he searches for chances to be relieved of his crushing
boredom. As Jean Starobinski notes: “Everything is related to the body, as if it had just
been discovered after being long forgotten; body image, body language, bodyconsciousness, liberation of the body are the passwords” (qtd. in Feher, et al. 353).

ﺳﺌﻢ ﺑﻮﻣﮭﺪي ﻣﻦ اﻟﻨﻈﺮ إﻟﯿﮭﻤﺎ )إن ﺣﺮﻛﺎﺗﮭﻤﺎ ﺳﺨﯿﻔﺔ( ﺛﻢ إﻧﮫ ﻻ ﯾﺴﻤﻊ أﺣﺎدﯾﺜﮭﻤﺎ ﻓﮭﻮ إذن ﻻ
(10-9) . وأدار وﺟﮭﮫ إﻟﻰ اﻟﻄﺮﯾﻖ. ﺑﻞ ﯾﺘﻀﺎﯾﻖ.ﯾﺘﺴﻠﻰ
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Boumehdi got fed up of looking at both of them; their
movements were silly. He couldn’t hear their
conversations, so he got no solace. Actually he was
furious. Instead he turned and stared at the street.

Here Boumehdi’s feelings of total alienation, suffering, and loss in Casablanca are clearly
expressed, an illustration of the way that city dwellers are continually being challenged
and restricted by space. His rendition of numbing dullness in city space echoes Soja’s
statement that ““performance” as spatial beings takes place at many different scales, from
the body […] to a whole series of more distant geographies ranging from rooms and
buildings, homes and neighborhoods” (6). Soja is here citing spatial beings, because of
the inherent continuous relationship of city dwellers to, and engagement with, city space.
In this frame of reference, Boumehdi is unable to benefit from this interaction; he cannot
reclaim city space and use it to his advantage.
The ways in which the feeling of being imprisoned is portrayed in Arṣifah waJudrān underscores the city-space’s function in shaping life in contemporary Morocco
and the identities of those who inhabit such urban environments. In Performing Space
Gillian Rose describes such interactions as ones that “are articulated spatially; their
performance produces space” (258). The novel manages to amplify the city experience;
Zafzāf’s narration walks in the characters’ footsteps as they endeavor to satisfy their
quest for ways to tackle the tasks that confront them. The dramatic scenes set in different
parts of the city serve to illustrate those tasks, tasks the sheer complexity of which is
vividly illustrated through body references.
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Depictions of locations in Casablanca trigger a series of questions that focus on
Moroccan urbanism: the relationship of the body—both male and female— to/with urban
spaces, with others, and with authority, and the necessity of reappropriating the body and
restoring a sense of belonging. Indeed in this novel Muḥammad Zafzāf shows that such
relationships occur in a way that is similar to what has been portrayed by Jean Paul
Sartre’s body’s movements in the hodological space,109 where, “everyone unfurling a
backdrop. One uncovers, puts things together, makes the objects on the horizon bigger”
(Sartre 1992, 361). In The Emotions: Outline of a Theory, Sartre describes such a space
as “the world around us—what the Germans call umwelt the world of our desires, our
needs, and our acts, appears as if it were furrowed with strict and narrow paths which
lead to one or the other determined end, that is, to the appearance of a created object.”
(57)
As Lefebvre, Foucault, Soja, and others point out, in such a depriving and
controlling interaction with city space the human body loses its needs and desires, thus
making it impossible to fulfill the sense of self.110 In Zafzāf’s portrait of the specific space
of Casablanca therefore the images of the body offer an understanding of the anxiety and
pressure brought about by the changing spaces of the city. The body never becomes fully
aware of such ‘dressage’ since such a process is performed gradually and cautiously.
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A term meaning “lived space” that Sartre borrowed from the psychologist Kurt Lewin. Adrian Mirvish
explains what Sartre meant by the term hodological space, “What this material shows is that instead of
there being fixed sets of coordinates, as with Euclidean space, the hodological frame of reference is
generated relative to each subject and is generally fluid. That is, a space or measure is generated relative to
an embodied consciousness whose field of force fluctuates constantly.” (Mirvish, Adrian. “Sartre and the
Lived Body: Negation, Non-Positional Self-Awareness and Hodological Space” Sartre on the Body. Ed.
Katherine Morris. Basingstoke [England]: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 74)
110
Henri Lefebvre in Rhythmanalysis, discusses the science of dressage and its effect on the human body
(pp. 38-45), Michel Foucault examines corporal punishment in Discipline and Punish, and Edward Soja,
deals with unjust geographies and the human body in Seeking Social Justice.
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For Lefebvre, “The sciences of dressage take account of many aspects and
elements: duration, harshness, punishments and rewards.” (40) In the city the body is
subjected to constant pressure and is always affected by this process of taming. Zafzāf’s
representation of this corporal relationship to the modern city of Casablanca within
Moroccan culture thus stimulates a re-evaluation and reimagining of Moroccan urban
spaces in comparison with other cities depicted in fictional works.
Of all the bodily traits that identify the characters in Arṣifah wa Judrān, the most
predominant are negative descriptions that range from the degraded to the grotesque.
These bodily representations are derived from the relationships established between the
human body and the city, where male/female bodies have different social values and
significances. The characters’ bodies are in a constant state of stress, a complication
explored in Zafzāf’s novel that underscores Laura Hengehold’s belief that

Every individual must struggle to maintain as much control
as possible and derive as much benefit as possible from the
powers associated with his or her body—powers that,
moreover, can often be actualized only if one has
associates, family members, a political party, or a public to
observe and draw meaning from the resulting actions. (6)

Zafzāf is preoccupied with this relationship between the body and power. He uses this
preoccupation as a medium to express a sense of loss and lack of social and political
power in the city.
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Arṣifah wa-Judrān, the City and the Abject Body
In Zafzāf’s city the social shift and the impact of modernism and alienation are
complex; such socio-political and cultural pressures contribute to the crisis of the body.
Urban bodies are “not bodies anymore” but rather objects of shame and ridicule. This
degradation points to the impact of the city on women’s status, value, and treatment. In
this sense, the grotesque underlines the city’s rejection of the old, sick and disabled: “all
that was for us familiar and friendly suddenly becom[ing] hostile” (Bakhtin 48), as, for
example, with this depiction of the relationship with the mother:

(12) .إﻧﻲ أﻛﺮھﮭﺎ وأﻛﺮه ﺣﺘﻰ اﻟﺒﯿﺖ اﻟﺬي ﯾﺠﻤﻌﻨﻲ وإﯾﺎھﺎ
I hate her. I even hate the house I share with her.

The presence of elements of the grotesque among images found in Arṣifah wa
Judrān suggests that there is yet another role for the house, where bodies, described by
Lefebvre as “a field of force full of tensions and distortions” (Lefebvre 145), if not
effectively imprisoned, can only rot. The narrator refers to the mother’s body as being
abject,

 ﺗﻌﺘﻘﺪ أن اﻟﺸﺮب. أﻣﻚ ﺗﺘﻌﻔﻦ وأﻧﺖ ھﻨﺎ ﺗﺘﻌﻔﻦ ﻓﻲ اﻷوﺳﺎخ واﻟﻼﺗﻨﻈﯿﻢ.ﻣﺎ أﺷﻘﺎك ﯾﺎ ﺳﺎﻟﻢ
 ھﻞ ﺗﻌﺘﻘﺪ أن. أف.[ وأﻧﺖ ھﻨﺎ ﺗﺤﺎول أن ﺗﻨﺴﻰ...]  أﺑﺪا ﻻ.واﻟﻌﺎھﺮات واﻟﺮﺳﻢ ﺷﻔﺎؤك
(25) .اﻟﻤﺴﺄﻟﺔ ﻣﺴﺄﻟﺔ ﻧﺴﯿﺎن؟ إﻧﺎ إﻧﮭﺎ؟ أﺳﻄﻮرة ﻗﺪﯾﻤﺔ ھﺬه اﻟﺘﻲ ﺗﻌﯿﺸﮭﺎ
How miserable you are, Salem. Your mother is rotting
away and so are you here among the dirt and disorder. You
believe that drinking, prostitutes and painting are your cure.

155

Not at all […] you are trying to forget. Aargh. Do you
really believe that it’s just a question of forgetting? What
you’re living is an ancient myth.

For Zafzāf, the body functions as an illustration, a manifestation of the new reality in
Moroccan urban life. The portrayals of the different bodies scattered throughout the
novel demonstrate the controversial negative facts of urban life of contemporary
Morocco.
Although the characters seem to be “free” to roam, “live,” and create city space, their
bodies remain subject to it; that is, “the body not only occupies space, but is occupied by
space as well” (Tiwari 25). The purpose of such grotesque images is, to cite Bakhtin,
“precisely to present a contradictory and double-faced fullness of life” (Bakhtin 62). This
depiction of the grotesque in Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World, in which the essential
principle is degradation (19), is invoked in the above passage to illustrate the extent of the
mother’s sickness. These various negative descriptions of the home constitute “a body of
images that give mankind proofs or illusions of stability” (Bachelard 17). They
emphasize the need for the characters, as bodies, to throw themselves into the street in
quest of other bodies and as a reflection of their ever-growing restlessness in the city.
Young women’s bodies are depicted as a battlefield where all lost battles, whether
big or small, are fought. Such sexually charged images suggest that the city requires a
female body to be entirely undressed; her posture and body should make the blood rush
to one’s head, an Aphrodite-like image eroticized in ways that depict it as a sexual object.
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Older women’s bodies, on the other hand, are portrayed as being worm-infested and
good-for-nothing, abandoned and forced to confront their own fate alone now that they
have been used and thrown out:

(؛ اﻟﻌﺠﻮز ﻛﺎﻧﺖ13) أﻣﮫ ﻛﺎﻧﺖ ﺗﻨﻌﻖ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻐﺮﻓﺔ اﻟﻤﺠﺎورة ﺑﺼﻮﺗﮭﺎ اﻟﻘﺒﯿﺢ
(؛ أﻣﻚ ﯾﻨﺨﺮ27) (؛ أﻣﮫ اﻟﻤﺸﻠﻮﻟﺔ ﺗﺘﻌﻔﻦ ﻓﻲ دھﻠﯿﺰ ﻣﻈﻠﻢ25) ﺗﺘﺤﺮك ﺑﺼﻌﻮﺑﺔ
(؛ ﻛﺎن40) (؛ وﻋﻠﻰ ﻣﻨﻈﺮ وﺟﮭﮭﺎ اﻟﺸﺒﯿﮫ ﺑﻠﺤﺎء ﺷﺠﺮة ﺑﻠﻮط28) اﻟﺪود رﺋﺘﮭﺎ
(100) وﺟﮭﮭﺎ ﯾﺒﺪو ﻣﻦ ﺧﻼل اﻟﺪﺧﺎن ﺳﺎدﯾﺎ ﺑﺸﻌﺎ ﻣﺸﻮھﺎ
His mother was squawking in the room next to his with her disgusting
voice; the old woman was moving with difficulty; his paralytic mother
was rotting in a dark hallway; your mother’s worm-infested lungs; her
face looking like tree bark; through the smoke, her face looked sadistic,
ugly, and deformed.

Arṣifah wa-Judrān and the Need for Reappropriating the Body
The novel ends with Boumehdi’s loss of the only body he has ever wanted or
loved: a female body that preferred free sex and married men. Boumehdi is back in the
city street, walking aimlessly, dreaming of other bodies that the city provides, while
inside him the rhythm of a Blues song which he loves is playing.

(134) .ﺛﻢ ﻋﺒﺮ اﻟﺴﺎﺣﺔ اﻟﻜﺒﯿﺮة واﻧﺤﺸﺮ ﻓﻲ ﺟﻤﻮع ﻣﻦ اﻟﻨﺎس
He crossed the street and was swallowed up by a group of people.

These last two lines of the novel have Boumehdi continuing his aimless meanderings:
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 وھﻮ ﯾﻔﻜﺮ. ﯾﺪاه ﻓﻲ ﺟﯿﻮﺑﮫ. ﻓﻲ اﺗﺠﺎه ﻏﯿﺮ ﻣﻌﯿﻦ.ﻓﻲ اﻟﺸﺎرع ﻛﺎن ﯾﺘﻮه وﺣﺪه
(134) .ﻓﻲ أﺷﯿﺎء ﻣﻦ ﺟﻤﻠﺘﮭﺎ ﻟﯿﻠﻰ وﻧﺎﻧﺴﻲ وأﺧﺮﯾﺎت
In the street he was drifting alone, with no direction in mind. His
hands deep in his pockets. He was thinking about things. Among
them Laila, Nancy, and other women.

This image in particular points to the fact that, without other bodies, the body
remains incomplete. As Crossley explains, in intersubjectivity “embodied practices
constitute the primary access for understanding others, […] supporting the creation of
social relationships” (8). For this reason Waskul Dennis D. and Phillip Vannini explain
that “one can only reflect and form images of one’s self from the imaginary perspective
of others identities” (6). Through the processes of recalling and interrelating with these
bodies, Boumehdi manages not only to keep them alive but also to live through them.
Thus, as long as Boumehdi lives, the body is reinscribed in the city; his own existence is
subject to the existence of the other bodies. This horrific sense of loss is presented as a
form of void in city life, thus raising the question of bodily conformity to social rules in a
society whose primary message is to enforce and reinforce such compliance. In this
sense the body has now become more alienated in the city than before; it is for this reason
that Boumehdi declares that “everything seems to me relative and fake” (57).
Zafzāf weaves together the images of the house and street people in order to
emphasize the dilemma of the body that finds itself stuck between the two. Sentences
such as “the noise of cars and trucks, people walk without identity, life is worthless,
vanity is everywhere, this world is unbearable” (74) provide a powerful illustration of the
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way in which the body experiences the city, a space in which it is “dominated by
overpowering forces, including a variety of brutal techniques […] the body fragments,
abdicates responsibility for itself—in a word, disappropriates itself” (Lefebvre 166).
Lefebvre goes on to stress the importance of bodily appropriation through personal
freedom: “Any revolutionary ‘project’ today, whether utopian or realistic, must, […]
make the reappropriation of the body […] part of its agenda” (166). As an example of
such appropriation, sex assumes “the appearance of a deliberate transgression” (Foucault,
History 6). Through sex, the body is reappropriated and places itself “to a certain extent
outside the reach of power.” Yet, as the sexual act is practiced by and on the body,
Boumehdi sees it as nothing but a “familiar disease” (28), an act that does not realize the
“specification of [the] individual” (History 47) that gives the body an opportunity to
achieve its full potential for freedom.
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The City as Memory: Migration, Space, and Changing Perceptions in Muḥammad
Zafzāf’s Novel Al-Mar’ah wa-al-Wardah (The Woman and The Rose)
Only an exile can feel the pain of recollection.
– Edward Said

In his 1999 essay “al-Kātib wa al-Madīnah fī al-Khiṭāb” (The Author and the City
in Discourse), Muḥammad Mu‘taṣim writes that, within the context of the cosmopolitan
city,
ھﻜﺬا ھﻮ اﻹﻧﺴﺎن ﻓﻲ ﻣﺪﯾﻨﺔ اﻟﺪار اﻟﺒﯿﻀﺎء ﻻ ﯾﻤﻜﻨﮫ أن ﯾﻤﻜﺚ ﻓﻲ زاوﯾﺔ أو ﺣﻲ دون أن
 وﻣﺤﻤﺪ زﻓﺰاف ﯾﻜﺘﺐ ﻋﻦ ﻣﻠﺘﻘﻰ ھﺬا اﻟﺸﺘﺎت.ﺗﻄﺎﻟﻌﮫ ﺟﻤﯿﻊ اﻷﺣﯿﺎء اﻷﺧﺮى اﻟﻤﺠﺎورة
(224 Āfāq )آﻓﺎق.وﻣﻦ ﺧﻼﻟﮫ ﻋﻦ اﻷطﺮاف
Consequently, a person in Casablanca cannot dwell in a corner or a
neighborhood without all the other nearby neighborhoods being
manifested as well. Besides, Muḥammad Zafzāf writes about the
crossroad of all this dispersion and through it about the peripheries.
This quotation is part of a passage that involves a juxtaposition of two cities—
Casablanca, the hostile space, and Torremolinos, the famous Spanish summer resort (the
safe haven on the Costa Del Sol)—a juxtaposition designed to illustrate and condemn
corruption in Casablanca. For every positive scene in the new city, Torremolinos, there
is a contrapuntal scene in Casablanca.111 More than simple juxtapositions of two cities,
the depictions involved bear witness to the variety of the modern urban experience.
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For more on Casablanca, population explosion, and social divide, see p.98
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Throughout this dissertation I have maintained that the city has exercised a
tremendous effect on human beings because of the dynamic interaction between the city
and its inhabitants. My reading of Muḥammad Zafzāf’s works expands on the ways in
which this interaction creates a space for the perception of such a close proximity. In this
sense his novels present a challenge to established speculations about city space. As is the
case with Muḥammad Shukri, Zafzāf’s very familiarity with the city has aroused his
antipathy toward it. Through an investigation of the ways in which negative aspects of
urban life are portrayed in Zafzāf’s novels, we can appreciate how such representations
emphasize the impact of such conditions on city dwellers.112

al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah, and the Construction of Space
Al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah, published in 1972, was Muḥammad Zafzāf’s first
novel. As the work that turned the spotlight on Zafzāf within the Moroccan literary
scene, it has been described as a novel that “uncovers a space different from the one
usually described in Moroccan fiction. It is the space of the West” (al-Madīnī 299).113
Zafzāf’s great achievement with this novel was to establish his own voice and to invoke a
style that creates a more straightforward narrative. It is a novel that provides the prism
through which he can denounce the flaws of Moroccan society. Certainly one of the most
important novels in modern Moroccan literary history, it focuses on the space of the
other--the West, over which all Moroccan authors have lingered as they try to master
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As mentioned on page 24, progress and development have made space less neutral, hence the pressure
on the dwellers.
113
al-Madīnī adds that Zafzāf reconnected with the tradition that the Tunisian writer ‘Ali al-Du‘ājī (Ali
Douagi) (1909–1949) began in his collection of short stories Musāfir al-markab al-nashwān : Jawlah
bayna ḥānāt al-Baḥr al-Mutawassiṭ.(1933) Bayrūt, 2009. First published in al-ʻAlam al-ʻAdabī, Sept. 1935
- Feb. 1936 and reprinted in 1944 in al-Mabāḥith.
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narrative techniques. One of its most important features is that it provides unique
insights into the anxieties of living in Casablanca in particular and Morocco in general.
Throughout al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah the reader also gains a clear impression of daily
life in Torremolinos and aspects of the broader cultural atmosphere there, including such
topics as freedom, safety, women, alcohol, the beach, cafes, and so on.
Bearing in mind al-Madīnī’s assertion that al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah represents
Zafzāf’s greatest literary accomplishment, in this chapter we will explore Zafzāf’s
depiction of Casablanca in the novel through a collage of memories and images that
juxtapose the new city space of Torremolinos with that of Casablanca. It will also
examine Casablanca as a continuously rewritten locus in which imagination, memory,
and the urban experience are intertwined.
The novel is told from the perspective of two narrators, as is the case with the
previously studied novel, Arṣifah wa Judrān. But the only difference is that we have two
first person narrators, “Joe” and Muḥammad, between whom the narrative bounces back
and forth. The novel is recounted as a first-person narrative voice in the form of
reminiscence.114 The narrator informs us, the readers, that this story happened a long time
ago and that the novel is told from the perspective of someone else.
:روى ﻣﺤﺪﺛﻲ ﻓﻲ زﻣﻦ ﻏﺎﺑﺮ ﻣﺎ ﯾﺄﺗﻲ
 ﻻ ﺗﺤﺎول أن ﺗﻘﻠﺪ ھﺆﻻء اﻷﻏﺮار اﻟﺬﯾﻦ ﯾﺪﻋﻮن إدﻋﺎءات.ھﺬا اﻟﻌﺼﺮ ﻋﺼﺮ ﺟﻤﻊ اﻟﻤﺎل
 وأﻗﻮل ﻟﻚ إﻧﮭﻢ ﻣﺤﻈﻮظﻮن ﻓﻲ أوروﺑﺎ أﻛﺜﺮ ﻣﻤﺎ ﻧﺤﻦ ﻋﻠﯿﮫ ھﻨﺎ ﻓﻲ.ﺑﻌﯿﺪة ﻋﻦ اﻟﺼﻮاب
(7).اﻟﺪار اﻟﺒﯿﻀﺎء
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In Dream Spaces Memory and the Museum, Gaynor Kavanagh describes reminiscence as “concerned
with the stimulation of a person's memory and the use of this in positive and constructive ways that help
build self-esteem and bolster a sense of identity.” (118)
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A long time ago, my interlocutor told me the following:
This era is one of money collection. Don’t even try to imitate
those misguided fools who keep making far-fetched claims. I’m
telling you, they’re much luckier to be in Europe than we are here
in Casablanca.
“Joe” and Muḥammad propel Zafzaf’s narrative, focusing on the novel’s principal
themes, duly illustrated by the above quotation: immigration, luck, and different
locations. The storyline reveals not only Joe’s and Muḥammad’s own stories, but also
those of other immigrants, portraying the hollowness of migrant life as they do so.
Through Joe and Muḥammad’s eyes we witness the narrative surfacing as the harrowing
journey to the West begins. Zafzāf uses al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah to illustrate the city as
a memory, one in which Casablanca emerges as the negative reflection of the homeland.
The novel’s protagonist, Muḥammad, a victim of the daily grind in Casablanca, leaves
the city as a young man in search of his suppressed dreams, a journey that takes him to
Torremolinos. Zafzāf narrates this liminal115 journey as a set of binary scenes of fantasy
and reality, oscillating between flashbacks and the present. Most accounts of
Casablanca’s hypocrisy and corruption treat the city either as a site of materialistic values
or a place of alienation. The critique of materialistic values manifests itself in
Casablanca’s sense of entitlement, the flaunting of the French language, and of course the
presence of a white complexion.
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In Places on the Margin: Alternative Geographies of Modernity, Rob Shields writes that [is] “liminality,
adopted from Van Gennep's pioneering study of Rites de passage (1960) to designate moments of
discontinuity in the social fabric, in social space, and in history […] Classically, liminality occurs when
people are in transition from one station of life to another, or from one culturally-defined stage in the lifecycle to another.” (83)
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al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah: Rewriting Casablanca
The novel opens with Muḥammad’s friend, Joe, encouraging him to leave
Morocco, telling him about the extraordinarily beautiful cities, women, and opportunities
ready to be encountered elsewhere: “Th[is] country is run by a white minority of reckless
people, pimps and men selling their wives” (7). He also relates to Muḥammad the
specific details of easy life in Europe:
 ﻟﻚ أن ﺗﺸﺎء، وھﻨﺎك. أي ﻣﺎ ﺷﺌﺖ. ﻣﻠﻜﺎ أو إﻣﺒﺮاطﻮرا،ھﻨﺎك ﺗﺴﺘﻄﯿﻊ أن ﺗﺼﯿﺮ ﻣﺎ ﺷﺌﺖ
(7). وﻻ أﺣﺪ ﯾﺸﺎء ﻓﻲ ﻣﻜﺎﻧﻚ ﻣﺜﻠﻤﺎ ھﻮ اﻟﺸﺄن ھﻨﺎ.أو ﻻ ﺗﺸﺎء
(9) .وإذا ﻛﻨﺖ ﺗﺤﺐ اﻟﻤﻐﺎﻣﺮة ﻓﮭﻲ ﻣﯿﺪان ﺧﺼﺮ ﻟﮭﺎ
(10) .ﻛﻨﺖ آﻛﻞ وأﺷﺮب وأرﺗﺪي أﻓﺨﺮ اﻟﺜﯿﺎب وأﻧﻜﺢ أﺣﻤﻞ اﻟﻨﺴﺎء
Over there, you can become whatever you fancy, a king or an
emperor. Anything you want. You have the choice, either to want
something or not. No one wants something to take your place as
happens here.
And if you like adventure, then it’s the right place.
I used to eat and drink my fill, wear the most expensive clothes,
and sleep with the most beautiful women.
This initial passage brings in “a new spirit that has moved in” (14), a driving force that
motivates Muḥammad, instilled in him by Joe. This scene, presented as an introductory
narrative to al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah, will serve as an inducement, one that will depict a
protagonist, Muḥammad, as one among many hapless victims, someone who is to suffer a
series of misfortunes because of economic deprivation and subjugation, those being the
very misfortunes that Zafzāf himself had suffered. In this opening scene, the sense of
exclusion and anger is linked to racism and immorality. Joe ’s comments on the situation
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in Casablanca highlight the feelings of hopelessness and pessimism that will precipitate
Muḥammad’s journey and, by focusing on his internal conflict, drive the novel’s action.
Muḥammad is a young class-conscious Moroccan who hates his life of poverty,
misery, and exclusion. For him Casablanca has become alien, a place where he no longer
belongs. He also suffers the effects of a psychological exile, something that he
acknowledges by stating: “ ﻧﻔﺴﯿﺎ وﻛﻞ ﺷﻲء،( ”أﻧﺎ ﻣﮭﺎﺟﺮI am an immigrant, psychologically
and I every other way) (30). The collective gang rape of his girlfriend at the beach by the
police only accentuates this sense of alienation (Zafzāf 39). He even hates his own name,
wishing to see it changed to Muḥammadus so as to sound like Dionysus (Zafzāf 97).116
He leaves Casablanca because it has become too harrowing a location for him.
Throughout the novel, he remains enmired in his consuming, oscillating, and intense
desire to leave Casablanca, an obsession that will eventually lead to disappointment.
Europe seduces him with its promises of a better life. Ultimately he crosses to the other
side of the Mediterranean and sets out for Torremolinos, seeking his fortune in the West,
searching for better conditions, love, respect and dignity. However, the price to be paid
for such a misadventure is disillusionment and disenchantment.

al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah, Spaces of Confrontation
al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah examines identity, the relationship with the Other,
memory, geographical displacement, and the theme of self-imposed exile, which Yi-Fu
Tuan calls “the worst of fates” (154). For the protagonist exile becomes a matter of
urgency, a way of disengaging himself from his crushing past. Exile, best described as
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Muḥammad’s friend also tells him that he bribed someone who helped obtain a new passport with a new
name instead of his “stained name” (13).
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“fundamentally a discontinuous state of being” (Said 392), is not only an estrangement
from one’s own (social) milieu, but also from one’s own self. But what Muḥammad
cannot escape is the pain of reminiscence. Indeed, according to Said, “only an exile can
feel the pain of recollection” (18). Later he describes exile as,
The unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native
place, between the self and its true home: its essential sadness can
never be surmounted. And while it is true that literature and
history contain heroic, romantic, glorious, even triumphant
episodes in an exile’s life, these are no more than efforts meant to
overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement. The achievements
of exile are permanently undermined by the loss of something left
behind forever. (383)
Of importance in the analysis of al-Mar’ah is the way in which Muḥammad experiences
exile and the means by which his reaction is portrayed. The “city of Torremolinos” is
viewed as a site of memory and a palimpsest of Casablanca, bearing traces of his past
experiences. It is through his descriptions of his daily experiences in the new lived
spaces that he charts his criticism of Casablanca, his cross-examination of his own
identity, and his transformation. He draws attention to the wretched lives of
Casablancans through references to poverty, inequality, and suffering. But, when seen
from the safe distance of the “city of Torremolinos,” such references create an image of a
more distant narrative perspective, one that is far removed from the experience of
millions of poverty-stricken, wretched Moroccans who struggle to make a living.
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Muḥammad’s daily activities117 in Torremolinos trigger memory and become acts
of remembrance, as he reminisces about moments of Casablanca and recalls past events.
Those events are fixed in his memory and are crucial to his present, but cannot be
described as traumatic. Such mnemonic associations118 might provide a reaffirmation of
the present, a mental stability for Muḥammad in his new place, that of Torremolinos, and
instill in him a new meaning of life by making his current situation significant to the
present. Yet, he is unable to move on.119 His repressed memory lingers over what has
happened in Casablanca in the past, reflecting the continuous presence of past spatial
circumstances and inscribed memories. As Lefebvre writes, “The urban obsesses those
who live in need, in poverty, in the frustration of possibilities which remain only
possibilities” (1996, 144). Muḥammad’s recollections of Casablanca are thus a complex
mixture of the present, flashbacks, and his continuing ties to Casablanca.
It is significant, for example, that the novel’s criticism of Moroccan society is
carried out through juxtaposition rather than through the direct voice of the protagonist.
Distancing himself from such direct involvement, Muḥammad expresses his criticism
through reminiscence,
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The setting of Torremolinos, forms the background against which details of daily activities, such as
Muḥammad’s wandering to and from cafés, dancing clubs, jammed streets, the sea, and Suze’s house,
illustrate how his future, which inextricably interwoven with his past, can be an envisioned. Suze is a
Danish woman, who represents Western free love and sex, whom Muḥammad has met in Torremolinos.
They have fallen in love. However, when she asks him to marry her, he gets cold feet and backs out. These
settings all illustrate how his future, which is inextricably interwoven with his past, can be envisioned.
118
Consistent patterns of reminiscence, that defy the city’s control, reshaping, and erasure, are highlighted
by Muḥammad’s mention of his relationship with his father, his sister, and his family. These patterns
illustrate his longing for his past in Casablanca and project his future. By recalling his past, he portrays how
bad things are in Casablanca, and, by implication, how much needs to be changed and improved.
119
Muḥammad does not seem to have a job, nor is he looking for one,
(22) . ﻛﺮاﻣﺘﻲ إذن ﻣﺤﺪودة.ﻋﻨﺪﻣﺎ ﻓﺘﺸﺖ ﻓﻲ ﺟﯿﺒﻲ ﻟﻢ أﺟﺪ أﻧﮫ ﯾﺴﺘﻄﯿﻊ أن ﯾﻌﻄﯿﻨﻲ ﻛﺮاﻣﺔ أﻛﺜﺮ
When I searched my pocket, I did not find anything that could give me more pride. My
pride, then, is limited.
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ﺣﺮﻛﺖ ﻗﺪﻣّﻲ وﺗﺬﻛﺮت ﻛﻞ ﻣﺎﺿّﻲ اﻟﺴّﯿﺊ اﻟﺬي ﻋﺸﺘﮫ واﺣﺪا ﻣﺜﻞ اﻟﻤﻼﯾﯿﻦ ﻓﻲ ﻗﺮى ﻗﺬرة
.ﻣﻨﺘﺜﺮة ﻓﻲ ﺟﺒﺎل اﻷطﻠﺲ أو ﺟﺒﺎل اﻟﺮﯾﻒ أو ﺳﮭﻮل اﻟﺸﺎوﯾﺔ أو ﺻﺤﺮاء طﻨﻄﺎن اﻟﻤﺘﺮاﻣﯿﺔ
(75) .وﺗﺬﻛﺮت آﻻﻣﻲ اﻟﺘﻲ ﻗﺼﻤﺖ ظﮭﺮي اﻟﻀﻌﯿﻒ
I moved my feet and remembered the entire bad past that I had
lived, one among millions living in filthy villages scattered across
the Atlas Mountains, Rif mountains, Chaouia plains, or the vast
Tantan desert. I could remember the pains that broke my weak
back.
Muḥammad’s memories, branded in both mind and heart,120 appear to hinder his
enjoyment of the new space that he finds himself navigating. They serve as yet another
example of his internal conflict and struggle, the split between past and present. As part
of his reminiscences, he hopes to achieve a resolution, one that might potentially shape
his future. Later, he describes an obese woman as the solution to both the past and
present situation,
“  اﻣﺮأة ﺑﺪﯾﻨﺔ ﺗﺤﺒﻨﻲ وﺗﻨﻘﺬﻧﻲ ﻣﻦ ھﺬه اﻟﻮرطﺔ اﻟﺼﻌﺒﺔ اﻟﺘﻲ ﺗﺘﺨﺒﻂ ﻓﯿﮭﺎ أوھﺎﻣﻲ.اﻵن وﺟﺪت اﻟﺤﻞ
.”وأﺣﻼﻣﻲ
(Now I’ve found the solution: an obese woman who can love me and save
me from this tricky dilemma, where all my illusions and dreams come to
naught) (75).
The narrative discourse here focuses on his ultimate fate: disillusionment. The
dialogue that follows reiterates the twin curses of dejection and destiny.
اﻟﻤﺮأة—ﻟﻤﺎذا ﺳﻜﺖ؟ وﻓﯿﻢ ﺗﻔﻜﺮ؟

120

(( )ﻓﻲ ﺳﻨﻮات ﻣﻌﯿﻨﺔ – ﺳﻨﻮات ﻣﻨﻄﺒﻌﺔ ﺑﺤﺪ اﻟﺴﻜﯿﻦ ﻓﻲ ذاﻛﺮﺗﻲ وﻗﻠﺒﻲal-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah 42)
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(76) .أﻧﺎ—أﻓﻜﺮ ﻓﻲ ﻣﺼﯿﺮي اﻷﺑﺪي
The woman—Why are you quiet? What are you thinking about?
Me—I am thinking about my eternal destiny.
The image that emerges from this scene is tragic. Though Muḥammad is shown to be
overwhelmed by a feeling of displacement, he nevertheless manages throughout the novel
to impart a powerful denunciation of Moroccan society. Zafzaf uses his novel to describe
Casablanca as a space controlled by exploitative class relations—a city where the
spatialization of power is visible “not only on the design of buildings […] but […] in
everyday life” (Soja 1996, 110). His narrative maps it from the position of city dwellers
who suffer in it. The enormous social divide in Morocco is thus exposed, a phenomenon
that 121 resulted in the social unrest and mass protests of June 1981 and 1984.
A closer reading of the dialog between Muḥammad and his girlfriend Suze
introduces a new dimension to the notion of eternal suffering:
. ﻧﺤﺐ اﻟﺴﯿﺎط وﻧﺤﺐ ﷲ.أﻧﺎ—ﻧﺤﻦ ﺷﻌﺐ ﻻ ﯾﺤﺐ اﻷزھﺎر
I—We are a people who don’t like flowers. We love whips and we love
God.
This juxtaposition problematizes the characters’ religious beliefs, that he criticizes
institutionalized religion for its authoritarian and repressive dimensions.. This scene
emphasizes ambivalence and demonstrates that the acceptance of one’s own fate is
constructed and constituted within the constraining boundary markers imposed by
religion.
اﻟﻤﺮأة—ﻟﻤﺎذا ﺑﺎﻟﻀﺒﻂ ﺗﺮﯾﺪ أن ﺗﺼﺒﺢ إﻟﮭﺎ؟

121

See note 71.
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.أﻧﺎ—ﻷن ﷲ ﻟﮫ ﻗﯿﻤﺔ
اﻟﻤﺮأة—ھﻞ ﻣﺎ ﯾﺰال ﷲ ﺣّﯿﺎ ﻋﻨﺪﻛﻢ؟
. ھﻮ ﻣﻌﻨﺎ أﯾﻨﻤﺎ ﻛﻨﺎ. وﻓﻲ ﻛﻞ ﻣﻜﺎن.أﻧﺎ—ﻧﻌﻢ
اﻟﻤﺮأة—ﻓﻲ اﻟﺴﺠﻦ؟ وﻓﻲ اﻟﺴﻌﺎدة؟ وﻓﻲ اﻟﺸﻘﺎء؟
. ﺣﺘﻰ ﻓﻲ اﻟﺤﺮب واﻟﺴﻠﻢ وﻓﻲ اﻟﺒﺮﻟﻤﺎن وﻓﻲ اﻷزﻗﺔ وﻓﻲ ﻛﻞ ﻣﻜﺎن.أﻧﺎ—ﻧﻌﻢ
.اﻟﻤﺮأة –ﺷﻲء ﻏﺮﯾﺐ
 ھﻞ أدرﻛﺖ اﻵن ﻛﻢ ھﻮ ﻣﻔﯿﺪ أن ﯾﺼﯿﺮ اﻹﻧﺴﺎن إﻟﮭﺎ؟.أﻧﺎ—ﻟﯿﺲ ﻏﺮﯾﺒﺎ وﻻ أي ﺷﻲء
(77–76)
The woman—Why precisely do you want to become a god?
Me—Because god has value.
The woman—Is god still alive among you?
Me—Yes. And everywhere. He is with us wherever we are.
The woman—In jail? In salvation? In damnation too?
Me—Yes. Even during war and peace, at the Parliament, in the
alleys, everywhere.
The woman—Strange!
Me—Not strange or anything. Do you realize now how important
it is for a Man to become god?
In contrast to Torremolinos, Casablanca (and by implication Morocco) reveals itself as a
space ruled and controlled by demi-gods, they being interpreted as a fundamental cause
of Muḥammad’s ardent desire to leave the country.
Accounts of Casablanca within the novel provide a context for mapping the city
through the protagonist’s reminiscences, which also fill in gaps while offering their larger
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portrait. Muḥammad’s presence in Torremolinos cannot suppress memories of his past
and self, which for a while have been concealed beneath the burden of everyday life. The
description of the lived space in Torremolinos offers insights into the delusional existence
that Muḥammad, simulacrum of a city dream, and the group of people whom he
encounters, live through the lenses of sex, 122 drugs, theft, and social conflicts.123 Zafzāf
illustrates this conflict in the following dialog between Muḥammad and George,
ﻟﻢ ﻻ ﻧﺴﺮﻗﮭﺎ؟
. أﻧﺖ ﻻ ﺗﺼﻠﺢ ﻟﻨﺎ إذن: وﻗﺎل ﺟﻮرج ﻣﺤﺘﺠﺎ.إﻧﮭﺎ طﯿﺒﺔ وﻻ ﺗﺴﺘﺤﻖ ذﻟﻚ...  ﻻ أواﻓﻖ:ﻗﻠﺖ
. إﻧﮭﺎ ﻏﻨﯿﺔ وﺗﺴﺘﺤﻖ ذﻟﻚ.ﻣﺎذا ﻧﺄﻛﻞ وﺑﺄي ﺷﻲء ﻧﺬھﺐ إﻟﻰ اﻟﻤﺮﻗﺺ وﻧﺠﻠﺲ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻤﻘﮭﻰ
 ﻗﻢ أﻧﺖ ﺑﺎﺳﺘﺪﻋﺎﺋﮭﺎ ﻟﻠﺮﻗﺺ وأﻧﺎ ﺳﺄھﺘﻢ ﺑﺎﻟﺤﻘﯿﺒﺔ ﻋﻨﺪﻣﺎ... ﻛﻞ اﻷﻏﻨﯿﺎء ﯾﺴﺘﺤﻘﻮن اﻟﺴﺮﻗﺔ
(50) .ﺗﺴﻜﺮ
“Why don’t we steal from her?”
“I don’t agree,” I said “She’s nice and doesn’t deserve that.”
“Then you don’t belong with us,” he protested. “How are we
supposed to eat, go to the club, and sit in the café? She’s rich and
deserves it. All rich people deserve to be robbed … Invite her to
dance, and I’ll take care of her purse once she gets drunk.”
The novel focuses on the ways in which the reality that Muḥammad experiences during
his more personalized adventures in Torremolinos differs from the descriptions at the
beginning of the novel. In almost every description there is a vestige of Casablanca and
122

Lefebvre in The Production of Space writes that sex and sexuality take place in, “places specially
designated for the purpose - in holiday resorts or villages, on ski slopes or sundrenched beaches […] Such
leisure spaces become eroticized, as in the case of city neighbourhoods given over to nightlife, to the
illusion of festivity.” (310)
123
As we have seen in the chapter on Shukri’s Wujūh (Faces), such a cityscape is described by Soja as
“literally and figuratively transgressed with abundance of sexual possibilities and pleasure, dangers and
opportunities.” (113).
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of the inherent complexes that the protagonist has brought with him into exile. The
pictures portrayed by Muḥammad’s memory are framed as a series of monologues, a
process that clearly makes it more difficult for him to acclimate to his new environment.
Any protagonist’s journey involves an adjustment to the lifestyle of others. The
monologue form reflects his constant examination of his new situation in this liminal
space and reminds him of his social status as a misfit who is seeking to maintain a
balance between that of a poor immigrant and his dream of the riches that Europe has to
offer. The novel includes clusters of images, descriptions, and hints that juxtapose the
idea of the ephemeral, elusive, and harsh reality of the West with his reminiscences of
Casablanca, characterized by hostility and contempt. In this process, Muḥammad
struggles to identify with the Other as he revisits his earlier personal life and awareness
of the self, that being a process that illustrates Kathy Woodward’s assertion that “identity
provides a link between individuals and the world in which they live” (7). It is this
connection that ensures that the protagonist remains focused on the construction of his
new identity as he tries to fit in this new place. Zafzāf writes,
 ھﻞ أﻧﺎ ﻋﺠﻮز؟ ھﻞ أﻧﺎ ﻣﻌﻄﻮب ﺣﺘﻰ أﺧﻔﻲ إﺣﺪى ﻋﺎھﺎﺗﻲ ﻋﻦ.وﻗﺘﮭﺎ ﻛﻨﺖ أﺷﻌﺮ ﺑﺎﻟﺬﻧﺐ
...اﻟﻨﺎس
 ﻟﻢ أﻋﻂ ﻟﻨﻔﺴﻲ اﻟﺠﺮأة ﻷﻧﺰل إﻟﻰ اﻟﺸﺎطﺊ ﻣﺜﻠﻤﺎ ﯾﻔﻌﻞ ھﺆﻻء اﻟﻨﺎس اﻟﻘﺎدﻣﻮن ﻣﻦ،ﻣﻊ ذﻟﻚ
ﻋﻨﺪﻣﺎ أﺣﺴﺴﺖ ﺑﺎﻧﻔﺮاج داﺧﻠﻲ ﺑﺪأت أﺗﺬوق وأﺳﺘﻌﺬب اﻟﻤﻮﺳﯿﻘﻰ اﻟﻤﻨﺪﻓﻌﺔ...أطﺮاف اﻟﺪﻧﯿﺎ
(17) .أﻋﺪت اﻟﺜﻘﺔ ﺑﻨﻔﺴﻲ وأﺧﺮﺟﺖ ﺳﯿﺠﺎرة ﻣﻦ ﺟﯿﺒﻲ... (16) .ﻣﻦ داﺧﻞ اﻟﻤﻘﮭﻰ
 ﻟﻜﻨﻲ. ﻛﺎن اﻟﻤﺎﯾﻮه ﺗﺤﺖ اﻟﺒﻨﻄﻠﻮن.ﻓﻜﺮت أن أﻧﺰع ﻋﻨﻰ ﺛﯿﺎﺑﻲ ﻗﺒﻞ أن أﺑﻠﻎ اﻟﺸﺎطﺊ...
ﻻ أﺣﺪ ﯾﻔﻜﺮ..." ﻟﻢ ﯾﻔﻜﺮ اﻟﻨﺎس ﻓﻲ ھﺬا اﻟﻌﯿﺐ اﻟﺬي ﻓﻜﺮت ﻓﯿﮫ.ﻋﯿﺐ ﺟﺪا...  "ﻋﯿﺐ:ﻓﻜﺮت
(18–17) . ﺗﺨﯿﻠﺘﮫ ﻓﻘﻂ وﻋﺎﻧﯿﺖ ﻣﻨﮫ. ﻏﯿﺮ أﻧﮫ ﻛﺎن ﻣﻮﺟﻮدا ﻋﻨﺪي.ﻓﻲ اﻟﻌﯿﺐ
At that point I was feeling guilty. Am I an old man? Am I so
handicapped that I have to hide one of my defects from other
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people … Even so, I didn’t dare go to the beach like the rest of the
people who come from all parts of the world … when I felt more
relaxed inside, I began to enjoy myself and loved the music
emerging from the café. Regaining my self-confidence, I took out
a cigarette from my pocket … I thought about changing before
reaching the beach. I was wearing my swimsuit under my pants.
But I thought: “it’s shameful … very shameful.” No one else
bothers about the shame I was thinking about … no one thinks
about shame. But I did. I imagined it and suffered from it.
These evocative soliloquies read like a collection of illustrations, an iconography, of a
conflicting set of thoughts that Muḥammad contemplates as he is navigating and
negotiating his new spaces.

al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah, Creating Space Through Reminiscence
Living in Torremolinos, Muḥammad is able to cling to what is on offer: women,
alcohol, the beach, cafes, and sex. He roams the city waiting for opportunities, nightfall,
and a new woman. During this never-ending drifting and the constant mental activity of
invoking a distant past, all that survives is his present, but even that demands a
continuous process of negotiation and renewal between places within Torremolinos and
his own identity. This negotiation brings to mind Woodward’s axiom that “What we are
is not given (that is, there already), it must be created” (14). The theoretical writings of
Henri Lefebvre have been quoted throughout these chapters, but, in the particular context
of human memory, as explained in his Critique of Everyday Life, assumes a particular
importance:
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Traces of the past, seem to say in daily life that the past is never past. [they
are] a blending of memory, recollection, the imaginary, the real. (60-61)
To underline this idea, it is important to reiterate Lefebvre’s notion that urban reality is
both “everyday life and the urban, indissolubly linked […] product and production”
(1996, 185). In the case of this novel, everyday life—with its visual images, symbols, and
modes of representation, which in turn affect everything else—is associated with
Muḥammad whose life involves an internal struggle between the forces of assimilation
to, and rejection of, the West.124
It is against the backdrop of this idea of assimilation, this in-betweenness, that
Bhabha’s The Location of Culture suggests that: “the psychoanalytic sense to ‘imitate’ is
to cling to the denial of the ego's limitations; to ‘identify’ is to assimilate conflictually”
(137). Such a transformation has come to signify that such appropriation goes beyond
the assimilationist's dream, but it also reflects the point made by what Harris Wilson, that
“an alien territory […] has become necessity for one’s reason or salvation” (qtd. in
Bhabha 213). Muḥammad describes this new world in these terms:
 أﺣﻠﻢ ﺑﺪفء ﻋﺎﻟﻢ آﺧﺮ إﺧﺘﺮﻋﺘﮫ ﻟﻠﺘﻮ.ظﻠﻠﺖ ﻣﻐﻤﻀﺎ ﻋﯿﻨﻲ
(I continued to close my eyes, dreaming of the warmth of another world I
had just created) (64).125
According to Paolo Bartoloni,
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In The Melancholy of Race, Ann Anlin Cheng describes assimilation as a “cultural ideal [that] demands
a tasteful makeover on the part of the unassimilable, racial other, but if the latter shows itself to be
infinitely transformable, then that body will exceed the bounds of taste and normalcy” (51).
125
Lefebvre asserts that, “This sense of unrest that pervades everyday life is one of the main themes of
contemporary literature […] Through this residue of culture […], our society's inherent unrest becomes a
social and intellectual phenomenon.” (1984, 80)
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The act of choosing [voluntary exile] implies the desire to
reconstruct the unusual as usual and to discover and subsequently
adopt as true and proper a series of previously “foreign” conditions
of belonging that may replace altogether or else intersect and
cohabit with the old condition of belonging. (81)
This quotation echoes another of Muḥammad’s monologues about his new situation in
Torremolinos:
. ﺷﻌﻮر ﻟﻢ ﯾﻜﻦ ﻋﻨﺪي أﺑﺪا ﻓﻲ اﻟﺴﺎﺑﻖ.ﺷﻌﺮت أﻧﻲ واﺣﺪ ﻣﻨﮭﻢ ﻓﻲ ھﺬه اﻟﻠﺤﻈﺔ ﺑﺎﻟﺬات
، أو ﻟﻮطﻲ أﻧﺎ ﻣﮭﺎﺟﺮ، أو ﻟﺺ، ﺳﺎﺋﺢ، ﻛﻞ واﺣﺪ ﻣﺜﻠﻲ أﻧﺎ ﻣﮭﺎﺟﺮ.اﻵن ﻓﻜﺮت ﻓﻲ ﺷﻲء
(84) . ﻟﻢ ﯾﻜﻦ ﻋﻨﺪي ﺷﻌﻮر ﺑﺎﻹﺳﺘﻘﺮار أو ﺑﺎﻷھﻤﯿﺔ.ﻧﻔﺴﯿﺎ وﻛﻞ ﺷﻲء
At that precise moment I felt I was one of them, something I’d
never felt before. Just now I thought of something: everyone is an
exile, tourist, thief, or homosexual. I’m an immigrant,
psychologically and in every other way. I’ve not felt either secure
or important.
During this scene Muḥammad is rethinking his previous life. In so doing, he invokes
Casablanca, which is slowly becoming the indirect focus of Muḥammad’s description of
his new lived space. He explains this as follows:
، أﻣﺎ اﺑﻦ ﻻ ﺷﻲء.اﺑﻦ اﻟﺼﺤﻔﻲ ﻓﻲ ﺣﺎﻟﺔ اﻟﯿﺄس واﻹﻧﮭﺰام ﯾﺮﺟﻊ إﻟﻰ ﺣﻀﻦ اﻟﻌﺎﺋﻠﺔ ﻣﺪﻟﻼ
 ﻓﺈﻧﮫ ﻓﻲ ﺣﺎﻟﺔ ﻣﻦ اﻹﻧﮭﺰام واﻟﺴﻘﻮط ﻟﯿﺲ أﻣﺎﻣﮫ ﺳﻮى، اﻟﻤﺘﮭﻢ ﺑﻘﺘﻞ أﺑﯿﮫ،اﺑﻦ ﻻ أﺣﺪ
(92) .اﻟﻤﻀﻲ ﻓﻲ ﺣﯿﺎة اﻻﻧﮭﺰام واﻟﺴﻘﻮط ﻣﻦ ﺟﺪﯾﺪ
In case of despair and defeat the journalist’s son can return to the
bosom of his family and be spoilt. But it’s different for the son of
nothing, of nobody, who’s accused of killing his father: in case of
defeat and decline, all he can do is to continue living the life of
defeat and decline all over again.
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As a displaced figure, Muḥammad finds himself torn between his present and past. To a
certain extent both are similar, but his dream of a better world in the West is shattered by
poverty and cannot be fully realized. In terms of social disappointment both Casablanca
and Torremolinos are equated:
 وﻟﻢ ﺗﻜﻦ ﻧﻘﻮدي اﻟﻘﻠﯿﻠﺔ ﺗﺴﻤﺢ ﻟﻲ أن أﺗﻨﺎول. ﺟﻮع ﻛﺜﯿﺮ ﻟﮫ آﻻم:ﻛﺎن ﺑﻲ ﺟﻮع ﻛﺜﯿﺮ
 ﻓﺎﻷﺟﺎﻧﺐ اﻷﻣﺮﯾﻜﯿﯿﻦ واﻷﻟﻤﺎن واﻹﻧﺠﻠﯿﺰ.طﻌﺎﻣﻲ ﻓﻲ ﻣﻄﻌﻢ أو وﺳﻂ طﻮري
 وﻋﻨﺪﻣﺎ.واﻟﮭﻮﻟﻨﺪﯾﯿﻦ ﯾﺪﻓﻌﻮن دون ﺣﺘﻰ أن ﯾﻨﻈﺮوا إﻟﻰ ﻣﺎ ﻓﻲ أﯾﺪﯾﮭﻢ ﻣﻦ ﻓﺌﺎت ﻧﻘﺪﯾﺔ
.ﯾﺘﺴﻠﻤﮭﺎ اﻹﺳﺒﺎﻧﻲ ﯾﻘﻔﺰ ﻓﺮﺣﺎ دون أن ﯾﻨﻈﺮ إﻟﯿﮭﺎ ودون أو ﯾﻜﻠﻒ ﻧﻔﺴﮫ ﻋﻨﺎء إﺣﺼﺎﺋﮭﺎ
ﻛﺎﻧﺖ رﻏﺒﺘﻲ ﻓﻲ اﻷﻛﻞ ﻗﻮﯾﺔ ﻟﻜﻨﻲ ﻻ أﺳﺘﻄﯿﻊ أن أﺟﺪ ﺛﻤﻦ وﺟﺒﺔ ﻓﻲ ﻣﻄﻌﻢ... (89)
 إﺷﺘﺮﯾﺖ ﺧﺒﺰا وﺳﺮدﯾﻨﺎ وﻗﻔﺰت ﻓﻮق. وﻋﻨﺪﻣﺎ أﺑﺼﺮت أول ﺑﻘﺎل ﺗﻮﺟﮭﺖ إﻟﯿﮫ.ﻣﺘﻮاﺿﻊ
. ﻛﺎن ھﻨﺎك ﻛﻠﺐ ﻓﻘﻂ ﻓﻲ اﻟﻈﻼم.ﺣﺎﺟﺰ ﺣﺠﺮي وﺟﻠﺴﺖ ﻓﻮق زﻣﻞ اﻟﺸﺎطﺊ وأﺧﺬت آﻛﻞ
(90)
I was very hungry, painfully hungry. The little money I had
wouldn’t allow me to eat in a restaurant or downtown
Torremolinos. American, German, British, and Dutch foreigners
can pay without even looking at the money in their hands. When
the Spaniard takes the money, he is so happy that he doesn’t even
look at it or count it … I really wanted to eat, but I couldn’t afford
a meal even in a cheap restaurant. When I spotted a grocery, I
went in and bought bread and a can of sardines, I jumped over a
stone wall, sat on the sand, and began to eat. There was only a dog
in the dark.
Zafzāf uses his narrative to portray the disillusionment of Moroccan immigrants
with the West, an entity which rarely seems to deliver on its promises. Through
Muḥammad's experience in Torremolinos, the reader witnesses the protagonist’s
unfortunate and arduous journey and his coming to terms with the harsh reality that poor
people experience in exile—whether in Torremolinos or Casablanca. His heartbreaking
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failures in the West force him to consider the appealing but risky idea proposed by his
two companions, namely returning to Morocco in order to buy and smuggle drugs:
George and Alan will take care of the smuggling, and I’ll glean the
ripe fruit […] I’ve nothing to lose, I thought to myself, I’ll only be
the middle man (99–100).
Here Muḥammad is being portrayed as victim of both his own miscalculations and the
swindling deceitful Other, especially when his two companions leave without him. The
deception is exacerbated by the hotel owner who tells him that they have already left; he
should not be so stupid as to trust those kinds of people.
By this point, Muḥammad is ready to face reality, to embrace change as he waits
for his Suze to rescue him, and to dream of a new future with her. But in his decision to
purchase a return ticket to Casablanca a deeper conflict is at work. His conduct triggers
the reader’s suspicion and curiosity because of his self-absorbed unhappiness:
ﻛﻨﺖ أﺣﺘﺎر ﻣﺎذا أﻓﻌﻞ؟ أﯾﻦ ﺣﻠﻢ ﺑﻨﺎء ﺑﺎر ﻓﻲ أﻣﺮﯾﻜﺎ اﻟﻼﺗﯿﻨﯿﺔ؟ أﯾﻦ ﻋﺪن ﻋﺪن ﻋﺪن ن ن ن
ﯾﺎ إﻟﮭﻲ أﯾﻦ ﻋﺪن؟ ﻋﺪن اﻟﺤﻘﯿﻘﯿﺔ أو ﻋﺪن اﻟﺰاﺋﻔﺔ؟ أﯾﻦ أﺣﻼﻣﻲ؟ ﻛﯿﻒ أﺷﺒﻊ... ﻋﺪن
(139) ﺟﻮﻋﻲ؟
I was in a quandary as to what to do. Where did the dream of
owning a bar in Latin America go? Where is Eden Eden Eden N N
N Eden. Oh, my God, where is Eden? The real Eden or the fake
one? Where did my dreams go? How will I be able to satisfy my
hunger?
In these underlying similarities between the two cities, Casablanca and Torremolinos, the
city is shown to be a montage that constructs snippets of images of the past, present, and
future. Such references to the past dictate the present and shape the future. Zafzāf’s
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narrative shows the city and its inhabitants to be in constant conflict and struggle,126
especially if someone is only stimulated by the act of dreaming, an act whose anxiety
“has its origin in the residues of the dream-day” (Freud 117) and which “leaves us
bystanders or observers of our lives” (Block 125). Muḥammad has to arouse himself
from his dreams to the terrible reality of both cities. The reality of experiencing both
cities by exploring a myriad of themes from various perspectives is foregrounded in
succeeding scenes that recount the dilemma of vacillating between the two cities,
constantly shifting from one to the other. Muḥammad describes the absurdity of his
experience:
ﻟﻜﻦ ﺗﻠﻚ اﻟﻠﯿﻠﺔ ﻓﻲ ﻏﺮﻓﺘﻲ اﻟﻀﯿﻘﺔ اﻟﻘﺬرة ﻓﻲ ﻓﻨﺪق "اﻟﺸﺎون" ﺗﻤﺪدت ﻓﻲ ﻓﺮاﺷﻲ وأﻧﺸﺄت
 ﻓﻲ ھﺬه اﻟﻐﺮﻓﺔ اﻟﻀﯿﻘﺔ،"ﺣﻜﻤﺖ ﻋﻠﯿﻚ اﻟﻤﺤﻜﻤﺔ... (107) .ﻟﻲ ﻣﺤﻜﻤﺔ ﺗﺎرﯾﺨﯿﺔ ﺗﺤﺎﻛﻤﻨﻲ
(122) .ﻣﻦ ﻓﻨﺪق "اﻟﺸﺎون" ﺑﻄﻨﺠﺔ ﺑﺎﻟﻨﻮم ﺣﺘﻰ اﻟﺴﺎﻋﺔ اﻟﺤﺎدﯾﺔ ﻋﺸﺮة ﺻﺒﺎﺣﺎ
But that night in my filthy narrow room in the “Chaouen” Hotel I
lay down on the bed and set up a historical court to try me … “The
court hereby sentences you in this small room in “Chaouen” Hotel
in Tangier to sleep until eleven in the morning.”127

Conclusion
In al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah, Zafzāf links two urban experiences and reminiscences.
As al-Madīnī points out, for example, Zafzāf explores the fate of Muḥammad, the
deprived and unhappy protagonist and “the intellectual misfit, complex-less hero who
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For more on the many facets of the city cause by modern transformations to make the city so elusive,
see page 32.
127
There are striking similarities between this passage and Kafka’s The Trial, in particular the passage
where Muḥammad describes for over fifteen pages his own trial in an imaginary court. He is aware of the
risk he has taken being the middle man in a drug deal.
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commits himself to self-exile” and concludes that “neither Suze nor the West is his true
salvation” (308). Muḥammad’s journey intensifies his loneliness and sense of self, both
of which foster his suffering, no matter where he is or whatever persona he adopts.
From an early point in the novel, Muḥammad feels miserable both in Casablanca,
where he suffers from the crushing anxiety of being poor and lonely among crowds of
people who come and go, and in the unfamiliar terrain of Torremolinos. Using
reminiscences and hints and fluctuating between remembering and forgetting, he evokes
and reinscribes Casablanca in the narrative, as both a physical space and a site of
suffering.128 Although he may be living in Torremolinos, he still bears the visible scars
and stigma of Casablanca and is forced to remember and relive it. At the end of the novel,
Muḥammad openly declares that his hope now rests in Suze’s hands, the woman for
whom he is waiting and who embodies the possibility not only of locating to a new city,
but also of changing the protagonist’s entire future.
In summary then, Muḥammad is not directly criticizing urban discrimination or
geographical displacement, but rather offering readers a detailed exploration of
Casablanca and what it stands for in a country that is still in quest of new possibilities for
a better future. The final lines of the novel testify to the nature of the protagonist’s
despair, to the continued presence of hope, and to a desire for rekindled optimism.129
. اﻟﺦ. أ. أح أ. أﺣﺒﻚ. أﺣﺒﻚ. أﻧﺘﻈﺮ داﺋﻤﺎ أن ﺗﻨﻘﺬﯾﻨﻲ. أﺣﺒﻚ وأﺣﺐ اﻟﺪاﻧﻤﺎرك،ﺳﻮز
(141) اﻟﺦ
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Alfred Thomas explains the dialectic exchange between memory and forgetting as “in the metaphorical
terms of a palimpsest” (6). Alfred Thomas explains the term “palimpsest” as derived from the Greek
palimpsēstos, meaning literally “rerubbed,” “rewiped,” or “rescraped” (6).
129
Lefebvre writes that desire, “which precedes needs and goes beyond them, is the yeast that causes this
rather lifeless dough to rise. The resulting movement prevents stagnation and cannot help but produce
differences.” (1991, 395)
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Suze,130 I love you and I love Denmark. I am always waiting for
you to save me. I love you. I love you. I lo … I. I. Etc. Etc.
Faced with despair, Muḥammad writes this dramatic plea to Suze, yearning for a new
horizon of hope, this time in Denmark. Fears of the past still lurk beneath the surface of
Casablanca. Zafzaf here portrays Muḥammad as someone who has returned from the
West along with two “friends” who have needed him to serve as middle-man. But next
day he wakes up, only to realize that all his dreams have dissolved into thin air; he is left
with nothing but regret. This weary and hopeless conclusion to the novel illustrates how
delusional, unrealistic, and deceitful such a chimera can actually be and at the same time
how it can be emblematic of a larger generational “dream”.131

130

Denmark is not mentioned by Muḥammad, except in passing when he first meets Suze, until the end of
the novel. This new space thus constitutes yet another new space that could adopt him and be adopted by
him in his next journey away from Casablanca. This mental place may be able to nourish his imaginary for
the time being.
131
It becomes clear that Muḥammad hopes that, by intensely dreaming of Suze, this ‘new dream’ of a ‘new
space’ will give him power to fight his negative daily life. His daily problems will then melt into thin air,
an idea that Henri Lefebvre suggests in noting that, “the inventory of everyday life implies the negation of
everyday life through dreams.” (1984, 3)
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION

In this dissertation I have addressed the under-studied subject of urban space in Moroccan
literature, specifically examining the use of the city space and critically re-evaluating both space
and spatiality in the novels of two Moroccan authors: Muhammad Shukrī and Muhammad Zafzāf.
These two authors provide representative portraits of the two cities under study—Tangier and
Casablanca—in order to highlight the Moroccan city and its evolving role from mere background
to an actively productive element in the narratives. A critical examination of these novels also
provides insight into the Moroccan socio-cultural and political scenes. My discussion argues that
a study of the means by which city space is portrayed in the Moroccan Arabic novel is a useful
contribution to the overall study of the importance of space in fiction. My aim is to suggest a way
of viewing space not as container, but rather, in Lefebvre’s words, as “the very fabric of social
existence” (qtd. in West-Pavlov 19). By paying close attention to such spatial theories, this study
investigates the ways in which the city as a literary device is represented in the Moroccan Arabic
novel.
This project has foregrounded the relevance of space in Moroccan fiction in Arabic as
well as the recognition of space as an important theoretical and thematic focus. Urban
protagonists in these contributions to Moroccan fiction are portrayed as existing in a state of
continuous struggle, conflict, and confinement in the modern city. Confronting seemingly
relentless deprivation, loss, inequality, and alienation, they are shown questioning their urban
spaces, often rebelling against the constraints of a growing urban population, fast-moving
modernization, and the ramifications of progress on the people who live in cities.
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The discourse of spatiality in fact enables a variety of perspectives on the two cities. In
the introduction, I have quoted Lefebvre, who argues that in the contemporary world, space
becomes “less and less neutral, more and more active” (411), and that no one space can ever be
like another (214). For Lefebvre, the city functions as a living space, imbued with ideology, a
space that is “at one and the same time within everyday life and outside of it” (94). This facet of
the “spatial turn” is profoundly reflected in the works of Shukrī and Zafzāf.
The four novels in question—al-Ḳhubz al-Ḥāfī (1982) (For Bread Alone 1973) and
Wujūh (Faces 2000) by Muḥammad Shukrī (1935–2003), and Arṣifah wa Judrān (Sidewalks and
Walls) (2007) and al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah (The Woman and the Rose) (1972) by Muḥammad
Zafzāf (1942–2001) have been examined on the basis of their representation of city space. What
these two authors have in common is that they set their novels in two negatively stained
Moroccan cities, Casablanca and Tangier. The portrayal of city space in these novels is thus
contingent on the fact that spaces in fiction are subject to redefinition and expansion. City
spatiality allows Shukrī and Zafzāf the opportunity to question and react to these contested
spaces. In the hands of these novelists, the city becomes the site of spatial investigation.
The examination of the spatial dimension in the aforementioned novels provides a useful
framework for understanding space, spatiality, and places in other Moroccan works. One of my
aims in this dissertation is to add the combination of the spatial theory, the city, and Moroccan
novel in Arabic to existing scholarship and to provide a critical apparatus for the analysis of
contributions to Moroccan Arabic fiction. While I have chosen to apply theories of space and
spatiality to four specific novels by Shukrī and Zafzāf, I might also have made a selection from
many other Moroccan novels written in Arabic, such as Mubarak Rabi’s trilogy, Darb al-Sulṭān
(Sultan’s Way) (1999–2000), Youssef Fadel’s (Yusuf Fadil) Qiṣṣat Ḥadīqat al-Ḥayawān (The
Zoo Story) (2008), or Zafzāf’s, Muḥāwalāt ‘Aysh (A Strive to Live). Furthermore, although only
two novels by each writer have been studied, other novels, such as Shukrī’s al-Sūq al-Dākhilī
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(Central Market Place) (1997) and Muḥāwalāt ‘Aysh, could also have been the subject of this
study, since they all portray the city and are worthy of further analysis.

There are still other aspects of the city in Moroccan Arabic novel which remain to be
explored. These novels, perhaps more than any other genre, shed light on the reality of everyday
life in lived spaces and their effect on gender, the body, the Other, and memory and exile. More
research still needs to be done on the importance of architecture and urban design in the portrayal
of the city, and on the feeling of alienation that city dwellers experience in an environment that
often does not reflect either them or their culture. Within the rapidly transforming Moroccan city
social marginality affects other groups; the consequences of such marginality continue to grow.
Therefore, because of the increase in Moroccan society’s openness, more study needs to be
devoted to marginalized groups, such as queer culture.
The political organization of Moroccan city space, the tension between private and public
spaces, policies regarding open space, and the condition of infrastructure have all become
primary concerns for Moroccan authors. Within a more general context, Michael Keith and Steve
Pile point out in Place and the Politics of Identity (1993) that “space cannot be dealt with as if it
were merely a passive, abstract arena on which things happen” (2). Similarly, in Introduction to
Cities: How Place and Space Shape Human Experience (2012) Xiangming Chen, et al. write that
Places are specific sites, whether entire cities or smaller locations within
cities, that are shaped by human beings and shape the lives of human
beings. Places include large metropolitan areas as well as individual
homes, workplaces, playgrounds, schools, and street corners. (7)
As this study has endeavored to show, Moroccan novelists seem particularly aware of those
circumstances.
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In my own reading of Moroccan Arabic literary criticism, I have found an absence of
such an important literary-critical tool—space—including the question as to how space intersects
with other discourses. City spaces like the street in al-Ḳhubz al-Ḥāfī (1982), the body in Wujūh
(2000), women in Arṣifah wa Judrān (2007), or the city and memory in al-Mar’ah wa al-Wardah
(1972) have often been neglected by most Moroccan critics, and even less included into a wider
discussion. That said, it is one such critic, the Moroccan poet and novelist Ḥasan Najmī, who
urges readers to consider space not as mere background in literature, but rather as an active
participant in it.132 Spatial analyses, along with other theories that discuss literary, aesthetic,
cultural, psychological, and ideological questions, should no longer be marginalized. Space needs
to be understood as a crucially important aspect of Moroccan Arabic literature and warrants
further attention.133
All the above themes remain to be investigated not only in the context of the Moroccan
Arabic novel, but also in contributions to the Moroccan novelistic tradition written in French,
Spanish, and Tamazight. The widespread presence of the Moroccan novel in Arabic recommends
such analysis. It seems appropriate to echo Roger Allen’s comment in Rewriting Literary History:
The Case of Moroccan Fiction in Arabic,
I can only say that I hope that the picture that I create here is one that
manages to reflect some of the complexity, difference and potential
excitement of the current cultural scene in Morocco and its expression in
fictional form. (312)
Allen’s comment is yet another example of a growing argument that the Moroccan novel in
Arabic deserves further serious scholarly inquiry. This study of the representation of the city in

132
133

See page 52.
See Warf and Arias 2009.
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Moroccan novel in Arabic is meant to add to the repertoire of studies on the theory of spatiality,
contributing, one hopes, to a framework from which other scholars can expand.
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